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ABSTRACT
This thesis investigates the construction o f masculinities for a group o f rural boys in one
secondary school in South Western Ontario. It looks specifically at how the construction of
gender, specifically masculinity, affects the boys' engagement with schooling. The purpose of
this study was to document and develop an awareness into how boys' perceive their own
masculinities and how these perceptions influence their engagement with schooling at one
particular site. Six grade ten male students participated in semi-structured interviews providing
insight into the rural construction o f masculinity and its influence on schooling.
The research indicates that male students construct and produce a dominant form of
masculinity. The findings also highlight that boys who engage with activities associated with
/•

hegemonic masculinity are able to dominate other students and police the inappropriate male
behaviour of others. This stereotypical behaviour negatively influences boys' engagement with
schooling. This study confirms the usefulness o f conducting research involving rural students in
order to provide a voice for these boys. It is also necessary acquire insight into how masculinity
is constructed in a rural area so educators can gain valuable insight into how masculinities affect
boys' engagement with schooling.

Keywords: Boys, masculinities,hegemonic masculinity, rural, secondary school, schooling,
engagement, gender
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
Exploring the Rural Construction of Masculinity and
Boys’ Engagement with Schooling
This thesis investigates the lives of rural boys who attend high school in southwestern
Ontario. In response to the current ‘what about boys?’ debate, it seeks a more specific
understanding about rural boys, specifically given that their voices have been absent from
discussions about addressing the educational needs o f boys. The purpose o f this study is to shed
light on the rural construction o f masculinity and how it affects boys’ engagement with
schooling. My research involves interviews with six male secondary students. It focuses on
their individual lives, how they view themselves and those around them, their classroom
experiences, and recreational activities. Their perspectives are important to the research because
they provide a voice for the rural male student in secondary schools in South Western Ontario.
This chapter provides some background to the study and details my personal motivation for
pursuing this investigation. It also outlines the research problem and questions for this study and
elaborates the conceptual framework that informs my approach to undertaking research on rural
boys' engagement with schooling.
School plays a significant role in the life o f a student. A key component of school-life
includes a sense o f belonging. If students feel comfortable, safe and part o f a school community
then they are more likely to succeed in school. The term engagement has been used to refer to
whether or not students are involved with school-life. According to Jon Douglas Willms' article,
“Student Engagement at School: A Sense of Belonging and Participation Results from PISA
2000”, the term engagement is used “to refer to the extent to which students identify with and
value schooling outcomes, and participate in academic and non-academic school activities. Its
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definition usually comprises a psychological component pertaining to students' sense of
belonging at school and acceptance of school values, and a behavioural component pertaining to
participation in school activities” (p.8). Students who feel rejected at school or feel like they do
not belong, or who believe education is o f no value to them are often “alienated or “disaffected”
(Willms, 2003, p, 8). There are several characteristics of engaged students and these include:
attendance in class, being prepared for class, completing homework, attending lessons, and being
involved in extra-curricular sports or hobby clubs (Willms, 2003, p.8). Essentially, student
engagement refers to students' attitudes towards schooling and involvement in school activities.
“Most recent studies o f student engagement treat is as a predictor o f academic achievement,
s

inferring that being disengaged, or disaffected from school causes poor academic achievement”
(Willms, 2003, p. 9). O f course there are other risk factors which may influence school:!
engagement, such as socio-economic status, disabilities, cognitive problems. For the purpose of
this thesis, engagement refers to a student's sense o f belonging in the school community and
participation in school activities, both within and outside the classroom. Students must be
v

proactive in the learning process in order to be engaged (Gholar, 2009, p. 5). The drive and effort
to learn must come from within the student.
■Prelude
I became interested in male students and engagement with schooling after a year teaching
in Australia at an all-boys’, private, Catholic school. Most of the students I encountered had
little interest in school and achieving academic success. The behavioural issues in the school ;
were unlike anything I had ever encountered in my experience in Canada. There was little
respect from the students toward the staff and vice .versa. The mode of discipline seemed to be
yelling and belittling the students. The other issue that was obvious to me, as an outsider, was
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the lack o f respect male students had for the female staff. The students fended to heed the

.

disciplinary actions doled out by the male staff members, but were reluctant to accept the
authority o f the female teachers. For example, students simply refused to take female teachers
seriously by refusing to follow instructions in the classroom and in the schoolyard. The only
method to deal with outrageous behaviour was to send the students to the male disciplinarian,
whether it be a department head or administration. This experience abroad led me to thinking
more about the male students I encounter during my teaching time in Ontario. I also reflected on
my Ontario classes which led me to want to further explore the issue of boys and their
engagement with schooling. In my English and history classes, the applied level courses tend to
/•

be dominated by males, whereas the academic level courses are predominantly female. This led
me to question why boys seem less engaged academically than girls. Given that I teach in a rural
area, I am interested in learning more about whether there are issues o f masculinity that are
context specific for thesé boys which might help explain the nature o f their engagement with .
schooling.';

.

. .

;.l

The focus on rural boys' masculinity within the context o f schooling is important, given
that most o f the available research from the'United Kingdom and Australia deals with male •
students in urban schools. There is very little Canadian research focusing on this subject, and
even less research which focuses on boys’ and schooling in rural regions.
Thus my aim is to learn more about teenage boys in one particular rural context and to
examine the factors contributing to both their engagement and disengagement with schooling. I
hope to develop, à deeper understanding of the social construction of masculinity and how this ;
influences their participation in the educational process. In short, I am interested in learning
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about how boys in a rural setting define their masculinity and how this impacts on their attitude
to or engagement with schooling. My thesis thus addresses the following question:

•

“How does gender identity and masculinity in Southwestern Ontario influence the rural
male student’s engagement with schooling?”
Research Problem
Lingard and Douglas (1999) suggest boys and their academic achievement, or lack

thereof, has been a cause of concern leading to 'moral panic' for the media, educators, and
researchers. However, within the context o f debates about boys' underachievement, the voices of
/

rural boys have not been heard. Moreover, research focusing on rural boys and boys from small
communities is virtually non-existent. While rural boys, for the most part, are absent from the
literature, the little research that is available suggests they appear to struggle more with
academic learning than their urban counterparts.' Lingard & Douglas (1999), for example, claim:
“Students in rural areas do not score as well on literacy tests as those in urban areas, with rural
boys performing at lower levels than the girls”. The reason behind this lack o f achievement
requires further investigation. By interviewing rural male high school students, I hope to learn
more about this problem and to offer some insight into the influence o f the social construction of
i

masculinity in these boys'lives.
The Politics of Student Voice
It is important for teachers to listen to what the student has to say. Learning from
students' perspectives help both teachers and teachers succeed (Cook Sather, 2009, p 2). Students
often feel as though school teachers and administration do not care or listen to what they have to
say. Stüdents need to be heard so they can feel as though they are a member of the school

community. Cook Sather (2009) points out, “Students have insights that can help improve
teaching and learning and build community in schools”. Students tend to spend the majority o f
their time in school so they have a a unique perspective on teaching, learning and schooling.
Cook Sather states there is a growing body o f research that argues for the importance of
consulting students about their needs and strengths because what students have to say is essential
to making classrooms and schools places where students want to be and can learn (p.3).
Listening to students could potentially enhance engagement with schooling. When teachers listen
to students and work collaboratively it enhances the productivity in the classroom. As Cook
Sather acknowledges, education is the only provider of an essential service that does not consult
/•

its user population, the students, about their needs (2009, p. 4). Learning should be studentcentred and student co-constructed. “If we as teachers are seriously committed to making student
learning both productive and engaging, we need to enter into dialogue with students about what
works, what does not, and what could work for them” (2009, P. 5-6). Teaching and learning
practices take on a different perspective when explored from the students'point of view.
Listening to students also develops the teacher-student relationship which is key in
having a classroom that works and further engaging thè student in the learning process.
“Interviews are the most formal way o f finding out what students think” (Cook Sather, 2009, p.
J90). A one on one interview with open-ended questions is one way to listen to student voice.
Essential knowledge can be gained through the interview process. Teachers can learn more about
student attitudes towards learning and students are able to reflect on the learning process.
According to Cook Sather (2009) students who have been consulted about their learning feel
they are respected, listened to and taken seriously. They know their views will have an impact on
how things are done in the classroom and they are able to talk about their own learning and be
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more confident when it comes to making improvements. Students tend to feel positive about
learning and about school because they are more involved with the process (p. 98-99). Teachers
also have also noticed a positive impact when consultingStudents; students are able to discuss
their learning and are more aware o f expectations and accepting o f their learning needs. Students
are also more confident in telling the teacher if they are struggling. With consultation, students
are more likely to become involved in learning and take initiative in their learning process (p.
99). When student voices are heard, students are more likely to become in engaged with
schooling.

;

;

'

’

.

The Current Climate
/

There is significant literature and media coverage regarding boys, their definition of
masculinity, and their academic achievement, or lack of, in the modem education system. A lot
o f the literature focuses on boys who live in urban centres. Research which documents the
perspectives and experiences o f rural boys, therefore, is much needed. This is even more
pertinent given that “it is not usually recognized that rural students are highly heterogeneous in
\

ethnicity, race, place o f origin, socio-economic status, lifestyle, and value orientation”
(DeYoung. 1991, p. 273). According to Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) students who live in rural
areas are more at risk o f being disadvantaged in school due to isolated geographical locations
and more importantly, due to the fact that the socio-economic status o f rural students is lower
j
than that o f the urban centres.
For the past two decades researchers have attempted to determine whether or not there
are serious problems that boys face in today’s schools. “Since the early 1990s through to this
moment, in the nations o f the global north issues on boys’ education have been placed firmly on
the policy agenda, as well as exercising the minds o f many practitioners and parents” (Lingard et
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al., 2009, p. 1). Is there a reason girls seem to be outperforming boys? The ‘what about boys?’
backlash began after the 1970s- 1980s push for girls to improve academically in non-traditional
subject areas (Younger & Warrington, 2005). The overaU premise o f this backlash is that girls
improved so dramatically in non-traditional subject areas, such as math and science, and on final
assessments/standardized testing, that boys were ignored. The view was that so much focus was
placed on girls’ academic achievement that the boys were simply left behind. Now, say critics, it
is time to focus on boys and improve boys’ learning in their weak subject areas, such as English.
Some authors put forward various strategies in order to improve boys’ achievement,

i

Others argue that most o f the strategies available are temporary quick-fixes, which reinforce
/•

stereotypical male behaviours and alienate other students. There are multiple factors that
contribute to boys’ overall achievement. It is not a simple issue. There are many factors

'

contributing to boys’ achievement, or lack of, including gender construction, ethnic background,
race, socio-economics, and class. Francis and Skelton (2005) argue that the focus should be on
gender construction and masculinity. However, boys should not be the only students targeted for
improvement. All students should benefit from teaching-learning strategies to improve academic
achievement. Gender, achievement, and school engagement is a complex issue and research
needs to be conducted focusing on rural male students in order to tackle the issue and provide
educators with valuable information.
Identity and Hegemonic Masculinity
Hegemonic masculinity means the dominant form o f masculinity which males adhere to '
because that is what a certain culture and society deems acceptable. “Hegemonic masculinity can
be defined as the configuration o f gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer
to the problem o f the legitimacy o f patriarchy, which guarantees or is taken to guarantee the
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dominant position o f men and the subordination o f women” (Connell, 2005, p. 77). Hegemonic
masculinity is not fixed and can vary from place to place, culture to culture. Hegemonic
masculinity is the “masculinity that occupies the hegemonic position in a given pattern of gender
relations, a position always contestable” (Connell, 2005, p. 76). Society’s expectations influence
the way both male and female identities are constructed. The result of these socialization
patterns in children’s development means they have different ways o f responding to the world
around them and making sense o f the world and thus will influence how and what they learn
(Epstein, 1998, p. 163). According to Francis and Skelton (2005), children learn ways o f relating
to the world around them through observing how people act and by being rewarded when they
s

demonstrate appropriate behaviour or punished when they have acted inappropriately (p. 20).
They present the idea that identities are socially situated and they are constructed through social
interaction; gender is mutually constructed due to social expectations and perceptions maintained
through interaction (pi 28): Therefore, gender behaviour stems from social interaction rather than
biology.
\

Connell (2009) explains, “gender is performative, brings its ideas into existence through
action, rather than being the expression o f some pre-existing reality” (p. 42). There are no fixed
definitions for what it means to be male or female. Gender roles are not fixed. Connell (2005)
further explains, “rather than attempting to define masculinity as an.object (a natural.character
type, a behavioural average, a norm) we need to focus on process and relationships through :
which men and women conduct gendered lives. Masculinity, to the extent the term can be briefly
defined at all, is simultaneously a place in gender relations, the practices through which men and
women engage that place in gender, and the effects of these practices in bodily experience, .
personality and culture” (p.71). Gender is socially practiced and can vary in response to various
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situations, groups and people. Gender also interacts with races and class as well as nationality or
a position in the world order (Connell, 1995, p. 75).

f

For males, masculinity is constructed by the parents, people, places, media, their
environment, and other influences which may surround them. In Theorizing Masculinities
Michael Kimmel argues that masculinity is a constantly changing collection of meanings we
construct through relationships with ourselves, each other and the world (p. 120). Kimmel
suggests that when masculinity is viewed as power over other,men and women then it reflects a
hegemonic masculinity based on being strong, successful, aggressive and emotionless (p. 124125). Masculinity is often defined for what it is not like: feminine.:
/

As Younger and Warrington (2005) point out, it is vital for males to conform and live up
to crowd norms and expectations (p. 22), especially in high school. School is seen as a feminine
institution. Some argue in response to the moral panic, that the current school environment is
feminized because o f boys' contact with female students and teachers. Hightower-Weaver (2008)
states that there are people who believe schools encourage boys to act like girls and blame
\

female teachers for boys' difficulties (p. 181). Francis & Skelton (2005) also present arguments
from people who believe the current teaching environment and practices are biased towards
females (p.88). To be masculine then, is to oppose any act or behaviour that may be viewed as
feminine, such as school. This is one reason given as to why boys may act the way they do; in
order to fit in with the hegemonic form of masculinity at school, boys begin adhering to laddish,
anti-school culture which provides a built in excuse for boys who are not achieving academically
because they do not even put forth an effort (Younger & Warrington, 2005, p. 26). The male
students want to avoid anything that is feminized and boys who do perform well academically,
show emotions, or are homosexual may be ostracized. It is important to note that the issues of
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masculinity are also intertwined with a number o f other variables such as race, socio-economic
status, self-esteem, etc. However there are stereotypes o f what it does mean to be a boy that
usually seep into the construction o f masculinity.

,

According to Kenway et al.(2006) hegemonic coolness constructs a proper kind of “cool”
or fitting in (p. 163). Some o f the characteristics the authors outline which reflect coolness are:
good at sports, liked by girls, sociable/party guy, independent, in control and confident. As well,
“heterosexuality is almost always a defining characteristic of the youthful cool and the dominant
logics o f cool may also intersect with heterosexually aggressive, but socially sanctioned
behaviour amongst boys” (p. 153). There may be many groups o f boys within in schools and
/•

they may fall in and out of various categories, but young men enjoy the pleasure of conforming
to the gender structure o f their location (Kenway et al. p. 173).
:

. My thesis investigates the construction o f masculinity in a rural location in order to find

out what the hegemonic form o f masculinity is and to analyze its effect on boys’ engagement
with schooling. The formation o f masculinity is influenced by the boys’ academic experiences
because schools play a significant role in identity formation. “Boys views on masculinity also
affect their behaviour at school, both in and out o f the classroom - as well as their health and
their safety in a range o f cultural contexts” (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998, p. 13). Boys are influenced
by one another, teachers, their parents' response to the educational process, classroom activities
and extra-curricular activities. “Schooling is a dynamic social process” (Frank & Davison, 2007,
p.3) which helps shape identity and in this thesis I investigate how rural male students' identities
in a location in South Western Ontario are shaped by hegemonic masculinity and the extent to
which it impacts on their engagement with schooling. These male students choose how to reflect
their masculinity. Frank and Davison (20007) reiterate, “high school masculinity is a process”
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(108). The hegemonic construction o f masculinity o f the rural male student needs to be
examined and then deconstructed (Lingard & Douglas, 1999, p. 123) in order to more fully
comprehend who he is and how his masculinity influences his engagement with schooling. What
does it mean to be a teenage male in a rural area? This is a crucial question to answer to address
the issues surrounding hegemonic masculinity.
The Rural Context
I chose to conduct my research in a rural county in South Western Ontario. I think it is
necessary to provide a brief background o f the area so the reader is aware where my interviewees
are coming from. According to Statistics Canada a rural area means a farm operator’s
household, living on a farm in a [farm] rural area or a [farm] urban area. The areas are defined
as having minimum concentrations o f 1,000 and a population density of at least 400 square
kilometers. Statistics Canada considers all territory outside an urban area to be rural. In Canada,
80% o f the population lives in urban areas, whereas only 20% live in rural areas.

:.

. For the purposes of this study the county shall be called Pine County. According to
Statistics Canada 2006, Pine County has a total population of 59,325 people. On the surface it is
a fairly homogeneous community with only 875 people identified as a visible minority from
backgrounds such as Chinese, Black, Asian, Korean, Latin American, etc. The median
household income of Pine County is $62,446, which is lower than the provincial average with
$69,156. The average person's employment income is $26,847, again, lower than the provincial
average o f $35,185. 14,970 out of the total population of 59,325 (15+ years of age) do not have
any post-secondary education. These numbers are pertinent when discussing education with the
male students. And for those over 15 years o f age, only 3,770 possess a university certificate,
diploma, or degree. Even within the 3,770, the females outnumber the males with 2,060 females
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holding the qualification and only 1,710 males holding the equivalent qualification. Statistics
Canada also notes that there is a total population o f 7,790. between the ages of 15-24 and almost
less than half, 3,705, have no post-secondary education and only 2,630 have high school or
equivalent. 140ofthe 15-24 year olds are in an apprenticeship or trade (80 males and 65
females), 990 are attending college (395 males and 595 females), and 280 o f the age group are
attending university (85 males and 195 females). It is important to note that the females
outnumber the males in attending colleges and universities. This reflects the push to have
females excel has definitely impacted the rural community o f Pine County. Again, overall
almost half the population - 28,220 out o f 59,325 -does not have any post-secondary education.
s

19,360 residents do have some sort o f post-secondary certificate, diploma, or degree and the
females with 10,225 outnumber the males 9,130 yet again.
The main sources o f employment also impact the construction of masculinity in Pine
County. Not surprisingly, the agricultural industry is the number one employer of men in this
rural area. It employs 5,330 workers and 3,970 o f them are males. The second largest employer
for males is the manufacturing industry which employs 4,940 and 3,475 are males. Finally, the
third largest employer o f males is construction which employs 2,420 and the majority 2,170 are

J

men. The top three employers o f males tend to reflect very stereotypical male occupations,
whereas the top three employers for women are healthcare and social services, retail, and other,
which also reflect traditional gender stereotypes. These are the homes and backgrounds that my
six male interviewees are coming from and it is important for the reader to have an appreciation
o f the environment in which they were raised, the families they may come from, and the
academic backgrounds that tend to be the norm in the rural community. This is the community
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that constructed the masculinity o f the six boys I interviewed and it certainly influences their
academic achievement, or lack thereof.

:

.

Significance of Research
As already indicated, my research focuses on the rural construction o f masculinity and
boys’ engagement in schooling. In addition, there is a limited amount o f research focusing on the
educational experiences o f rural boys. Jane Ken way’s, Masculinity Beyond the Metropolis is a
recent (2006) addition to the research regarding the rural construction of masculinity and
schooling; however the research is based on Australian data. It is imperative to hear the voices
o f rural Canadian, male students as their experiences may differ from the Australian one.
Overall, not enough attention has been given to the experiences o f rural boys and their
educational encounters, and certainly not enough attention has been paid to these boys here in
Canada. In Ontario, 20% o f the population is from a rural setting and the male secondary
students within that 20% are entitled to be reflected in the academic research.
Kenway, Kraack, and Hickey-Moody (2006) explain that the countryside does not
\

represent the simple lifestyle it once did.' Rural areas are constantly feeling the effects of
globalization and are influenced by life in the city. Huang (1999) also explores the role
globalization and technologies are playing within the rural community and how these influence
j

the future for students. This means life is changing for the people that live in a rural community
and Kenway et al. argue that the lives o f males are being impacted the most by our modem way
o f life. My research will help to examine the lives of rural male students and will reflect their
particular experiences within the context of changing times and postindustrial societies. I will
explore how the construction o f masculinity in the rural area impacts boys’ engagement with
schooling.

'
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There are likely to be common threads between rural and urban boys, however the
differences and experiences that shape the two different groups do need to be acknowledged.
Some of the common themes in the research on boys and schooling revolve around a constructed
masculinity which rejects school and achievement because it is not “cool” and is seen as
feminine (Martino, 1999), homophobia and heterosexuality is a constant issue in research
surrounding boys and schooling (Gilbert & Gilbert 1998) which continues to reinforce the '
hegemonic form o f masculinity. In general, not enough information has been directed towards
the construction o f masculinity o f rural boys and how it effects their engagement with schooling.
The research in this study is important because it contributes to the ‘what about boys’
y

research field. Moreover, it is significant to conduct research about the experiences of the rural
boy because they are often ignored in favour o f their urban counterparts, or there is an
assumption that the two groups face the same schooling experiences and that their masculinity is
formed in the same manner. Since rural boys grow up in a very different context than their urban
counterparts, an investigation into their experiences of schooling and masculinity may shed
further light on boys' education. This makes it important to dialogue with the rural male students
who are in the education system right now. These teenage boys have had their masculinity
constructed in a rural area and are students in the current education system. It is time to hear
what the rural boys can contribute to th e ‘what about boys’ debate.

-

V

The research into rural boys is also necessary to analyze the how globalization impacts
their construction of masculinity. Boys now have access to the world and its popular culture. The
rural student no longer lives in isolation; an examination will reveal the impact of globalization.
: : The vast changes in gender relations around the globe produce ■;
V ;T
ferociously complex changes in the conditions of practice with
, which men as well as women have to grapple. No one is an innocent
'
bystander in this arena o f change. We are all engaged in constructing a

;;
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world o f gender relations. (Connell, 2005, p. 86)
The construction o f masculinity does not occur in isolation and is influénced by global forces.
How the rural male student is impacted by these global forces requires some study. Kenway et .al
(2006) acknowledge that there are current challenges to the traditional way of doing things and
their other elements such as popculture,media, science and technology which spread new
cultures (p. 24). The current hegemonic form of masculinity is based on those who operate in a
global market (Kenway et al., 2006, p. 28). “'Education feminism' is also beginning to examine
the forces o f globalization and their impact on the way gender is viewed in educational policy
under the influence o f market cultures” (Francis & Skelton, 2001, p.22). How do rural males
construct their masculinities based on this global form of masculinity? This thesis will listen to
the voice of the boys and explore the impact the rural setting and globalization has on their
engagement with schooling.
Theoretical Framework
My research study is based on a poststructuralist feminist framework. It is also grounded
in the critical sociological work on masculinities as elaborated by Connell. The starting point
for feminist research is to recognize the patriarchal structure - the power relations in which
women are subordinated to the interests of men (Weedon, 1987, p. 2). Power has may forms,
Children
learn_ how to behave in institutions such
as schools. Weedon
j!such as social institutions.
.
,,
.
argues that we need theoretical perspectives to challenge these ideas and to make sense of the
conflicts and contradictions within the lives of women (Weedon, 1987, p. 5). Poststructualist
theory connects the relation between language, subjectivity, social organization and power.
Feminists challenge the boundaries o f existing knowledge, the questions which it asks and
answers, and its patriarchal implications (Weedon, 1987, p. 14). Poststructuralist theory
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promotes the idea that there is no fixed meaning and analyzes social organizations, social
meanings, power, and the individual consciousness.. Poststructuralism links to the deconstruction
as a conceptual tool for critiquing language and gender identity. This framework recognizes that
gender is not stable. Francis (2001) explains that the self is not fixed, but positioned in discourse.
Discourses have power in that they construct objects and meanings in different ways.
Poststructuralism deconstructs gender as something fixed and coherent.
Feminist poststructuralism, then, is a mode of knowledge
production which uses poststructuralist theories'of language, subjectivity,
social process and institutions to understand existing power relations and
to identify areas and strategies for change. (Weedon, 1987, p. 40)
Connell provides a critical sociological framework on masculinities. Fie suggests that it is
a social effort to channel people's behaviours and ideas to fit the gender-appropriate mold.
Gender appropriate behaviour is reinforced by the media, schools, church, parents, etc. “Being a
man or a woman.v.is not a pre-determined state. It is a becoming, a condition actually under
construction” (Connell, 2009, p. 5). In chapter three o f Masculinities (2005) he goes on to
explain that masculinity does not exist, except in contrast to femininity. Gender is socially
practiced and relations among people and groups are based on the social constructions of
masculinity and femininity. “People construct themselves as masculine or feminine. We claim a
place in the gender order - or respond to the place we have been given - by the way we conduct
ourselves everyday” (Connell, 2009, p. 6). Men and boys who do not fit the hegemonic
definition o f masculinity tend to be subject to ridicule or bullying. The hegemonic male is
dominant in society and within that group there are subordinate groups (Connell, 2005, p. 78).
The issue is that not many men meet the hegemonic definition of masculinity.
Rather than attempting to define masculinity as an object (a natural
character type, a behavioural average, a norm), we need to focus on
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processes and relationships through which men and women conduct gendered
lives. Masculinity, to the extent the term can be briefly defined at all, is
simultaneously a place in gender relations, the practices through which men
and women engage that place in gender, and the effects o f these
! practices in bodily experience, personality and culture.” (Connell, 2005, p. 71) \

Gender is socially practiced and responds to situations. Male students respond to the classroom
environment, to their peer group, to their school work, to their teachers and to their geographic
location.
“Critical/feminist interviewers are involved with informants in bringing about social and
political change, and their products include calls for action...” (Hatch, 2002, p. 23). Any
research that is sensitive to the role o f gender within society and recognizes the experiences of
males and females may be considered feminist (Millen, 1997 11). Millen (1997) explains that
feminist research provides a tool for critiquing practice and content and examines how society
determines what qualifies as knowledge. Since the aim of my research is to examine the male
student’s experience in a rural society, my framework is clearly based on feminist theory.
“Gender is a crucial issue in all areas o f social life and must be taken into account in any
analysis” (Hammersley, 1992, p. 187). Feminist research emphasizes the validity o f personal
experience; my research will explore how gender differences structure personal experiences and
beliefs (Hammersley, 1992,188) and how these factors affect boys’ engagement with-school.
“Very simply, to do feministresearch is to put the social construction o f gender at the
center o f one’s inquiry” (Lather, 1991, p. 71). The focus of my research involves the
construction o f masculinity o f rural boys; my work focuses on gender and how it shapes identity
and the boys’ engagement with schooling. “ .. .feminist researchers see gender as a basic
organizing principle which profoundly shapes/mediates the concrete conditions o f our lives”
(Lather, 1991, p. 71). Gender provides an obvious categorization within the education system as

c
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educators and researchers continue to focus on the differences between male and female
students. The education system uses gender as a basis of organizing classes, test results,
behaviour etc. Hammersley (1992) states, “awareness o f the effects o f gender difference on the
research process itself was almost completely absent before the influence o f feminism”. The
lifetime experiences and educational experiences o f the rural male differ from that o f the rural
female.'
Within the feminist framework of my research is a qualitative case study (Patton, 2002)
using semi-structured interviews (Cohen et al., 2007). Using the qualitative interview is best
when the researcher seeks to understand the experience of other people and the meaning they
y

make o f that experience (Hatch, 1991, p. 3). This research method allows me to interview rural
males so I can gain a greater understanding of how their masculinity is constructed living in a
rural area and how this construction o f masculinity effects their engagement with schooling.
Merriam writes:

; .T
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.

;

:

These meanings or understandings or insights constitute the findings of a study.
Findings can be in the form o f descriptive accounts, themes, or categories that
cut across the data, or in the form o f models and theories that explain the data (p.
178).
This thesis focuses on the themes which emerge in the interviews conducted with the rural male
students, themes which reflect significant influences on how their masculinity is constructed and
how this construction influences their educational experiences.
Scott Coltrane’s chapter in Theorizing Masculinities argues that gender is too important
to ignore and feminist theories explain more about gender than other theories (p. 43). It is the
aim o f this thesis to use the feminist framework and qualitative research in the form of semistructured interviews, to build further knowledge about the lived experiences o f rural teenage
boys and the role the rural community plays in the construction of masculinity and how that
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construction effects their engagement with schooling. It is critical that research is conducted
about those individuals who are not overtly represented in the current research. It is relevant
research for students and teachers to understand the role gender construction plays when it comes
to schooling. Feminist research provides a framework for the research because it addresses the
issues surrounding gender. Using a qualitative research method and semi-structured interviews
allows the ideas and opinions o f the rural males to come to light.
Thesis Overview
This thesis seeks to explore the lives and experiences of male students in order to better
understand the construction o f masculinity in a rural setting. In particular my research intends to
provide a voice for the rural, male student attending secondary schools in South Western
Ontario. The voices o f these boys has been absent from current research and literature and their
perspectives, experiences, and ideas have not been heard. In this chapter I have outlined the
research problem and explained the feminist framework which informs my method of research.
Chapter one also provides background information on the rural community where the interviews
occurred.
In chapter two I will provide a review of the significant literature in the field which
informs the key issues and addresses current debates focusing on boys, particularly rural boys, in
the classroom. In chapter three I outline the methodology that I am using to gather data and my
approach to the analysis o f the data. I detail the methods used to recruit and interview rural,
male grade 10 students. Chapter four focuses on a thematic analysis the data I collected from my
interviews from my six interview participants. In chapter five, the conclusion and implications of
the research are elaborated.
Conclusion

t
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In this chapter, I have provided an overview o f the research problem; the need to
investigate the significance of the construction of masculinity for rural boys in terms o f their
engagement with schooling. I have highlighted the extent to which my approach is influenced by
both social constructionist feminist theories and critical sociological perspectives on studying
masculinities as elaborated by Chris Weedon and Raewyn Connell.

.........
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CHA PTER 2
Literature Review

■

There is not a plethora of research available that deals with the subject o f rural boys, the
development o f their masculine identities and educational experiences. A lot of the available
research comes from Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States and most focus on the
experiences o f urban boys. In this chapter I provide a review more broadly of the available
literature on the construction of masculinities and reflect on its relevance for investigating the
experiences of rural boys with regards to their engagement with schooling. In so doing, I draw
attention to the construction of masculinities, its link to schooling, boys' experiences in the .
s

classroom, issues specific to rural areas and the effects of globalization. :
Exploring Masculinity
Significant research into masculinities and schooling has been conducted internationally
and has been significant in informing my own understanding of thè field and how it relates to my
own research with rural boys. For example, Martino's (1999) research focuses specifically on the
male experience in a co-educational secondary school. The categories Martino identifies as the
various types o f masculinities are very useful and have application to any study involving
teenage boys, particularly in terms o f understanding the dynamics and hierarchical power
j

relations at play in their lives at school. The article centres around interviews undertaken with
|
male students in Perth, Australia at a co-educational high school. The ‘cool boys’ are the
popular type of boys who are athletic and outgoing. The same group o f boys also tended to be
‘party animals’ “because they had a reputation for smoking marijuana and getting drunk at
parties” (Martino, 1999, p. 240). According to Martino the ‘squids’ are the academically
inclined students. Students who are not physically active and display “traits attributable to gay
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people” (Martino, 1999, p. 240) may be teased by other students and labeled as ‘poofters’.
Martino explains that students conduct themselves according to the environment and situation in
which they find themselves. He examines the “ways in which the boys learn to establish their
masculinities at this local site [high school]” (Martino, 1999, p. 243).
Based on his research Martino states, “many boys learn to establish their masculinity in
opposition to femininity” (Martino, 1999, p. 244). Boys who do not fit the stereotypical mould
o f what it means to be a boy will be labeled in a derogatory way. “Those boys who do not fit the
dominant heterosexual model are harassed” (Martino, 1999, p. 245). According to the article,
sports play a key role in developing a sense o f masculinity and will dictate what label a student
y

may be given by his peers. “Through engaging with such practices, certain boys establish a
particular profile or ‘cool’ image which enables them to acquire a particular status and
popularity” (Martino, 1999, p. 249). School work, on the other hand, is seen as a feminine
endeavour and is not given a preferential rating by males. “A particular cool masculinity
involves rejecting school work and high achievement” (Martino, 1999, p. 250). Martino and
some o f the boys he interviews would like boys to be more educated about different types of ;
masculinity and think reform is necessary in the education system to address the current
inequities related to the pecking order o f masculinities in schools and the broader society.
It is time to listen to the voices of people who have been suppressed. According Brod
and Kaufman (1994), it is important to raise questions about what it means to theorize
masculinity. This book explores the emerging themes, concerns and debates in the study of men
and the construction o f masculinity. It examines the theories, the patriarchal structures,
behaviours and identities that inform our understandings o f men's and boys' lives and relations
(p. 9). For Brod and Kaufman masculinity is socially constructed, “.„gender carries undue
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importance in the social world, and its salience tends to reinforce men's power over women”
(Brod & Kaufman, 1994, p. 43). In order to study how gender is socially constructed by society,
Brod and Kaufman suggest the need for researchers to focus on men's emotions as well as to
study men in groups and place their experiences in a structural context: “Many men are
motivated by fears and insecurities that conventional sociological research strategies do not
easily capture” (p. 55). The authors also note that men should not be the only ones to study ;
.masculinity because a women's perspective is also needed to develop a full understanding of
gender construction and gender relations.

•

Brod and Kaufman (1994) suggest it is time for men to look at their lives and experiences
s

as simply men and not with a “patriarchal arrogance” (p. 3). The hegemonic form of masculinity
focuses on power relations, strength, success, and being unemotional (Brod & Kaufman, 1994, p.
125). Masculinity constantly changes and is constructed through relationships with the self, one
another and and the surrounding world. Gender is socially constructed and is created by our
culture. It is important to recognize males as being diverse and having a range of experiences.
One important perception is masculinity as a homosocial enactment (Brod & Kaufman, 1994, p.
128). Homophobia is the fear o f other men or being perceived as gay. Masculinity is achieved
by warding off threats; it rejects femininity. Males tend to reject femininity due to fear,
confusion or anger. These emotions can sometimes lead to violence, another marker of
masculinity, because males do not want to be shamed or humiliated in front of other males.; ;
Therefore, masculinity is achieved by resisting femininity and homosexuality. Gender and
sexuality are intertwined (Brod & Kaufman, 1994, p. 225). Gutterman (1994), for example,
argues that straight/pro-feminist men can destabilize the notion o f sexual and gender identity
(Brod & Kaufman, 1994, p. 230). This is one strategy he suggests for changing the construction
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o f masculinity and identity formation. He argues society, males and females, needs to
acknowledge and celebrate differences rather than challenge them.
Rural Issues and Globalization
Kenway, et al. (2006) explore the experiences o f rural boys. The book begins by
addressing media stereotypes about living in a rural community. The countryside, the authors
point out, is depicted as an idyllic, peaceful, simple place to live. “Country life is portrayed as a
pure and clean and the metropolis becomes filled with danger” (Kenway et al., 2006, p. 101). But
the real rural existence, its function, and its citizens are lost in a blurry media interpretation.
“Lines between the authentic and the fictional countryside and the authentic and the fictional
S
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non-urban male are difficult to draw” (Kenway et al., 2006, p.3). Rural boys are often
overlooked because o f an intense focus on students from urban centres. However, as the authors
note, the rural setting is no longer untouched by the influence o f the big city. Rural regions and
masculinity are transforming due to globalization. Kenway et al. (2006) focus on this particular
trend as it relates particularly to rural Australian males and somewhat to the experience of rural
British males.
The authors explore the link between globalization and people’s perception of who they
think they are. A complex range of masculinities exist outside the cities and boys’ masculinities
are impacted by globalization (Kenway et al., 2006, p. 3). Globalization forces people to
i
reevaluate their sense of self. The old ideas of identity that people have must be re-formed for the
future (Kenway et al., 2006, p. 24). Globalization challenges the traditional way o f doing things
and leads to the decline o f the traditional agents o f socialization. People’s lives become
influenced by other elements such as media, popular culture, science and technology.

c
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Kenway et al. (2006) link these trends to the changing rural way o f life for males in
particular. As traditions fade away uncertainty replaces them as people struggle with gender
issues, family life, work roles etc. The authors also outline the difficulties farmers face
economically in a changing global marketplace. . Because of this marketplace many “boys
beyond the metropolis are not in the position to, nor do they want to, reproduce their father’s
working cultures” (Kenway et al., 2006, p. 89). With globalization rural populations are more
dependent on the global marketplace and there is an increased connectedness with the outside
world via technology.

:

•

.
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There is a global sense o f what masculinity looks like in the new millennium. According
/•

to Kenway et al. the current hegemonic form o f masculinity involves those who operate in a
global market, such as business executives, political executives; men who are transnational. The
transnational C.E.O. or political pundit tends to ignore local voices and issues. Kenway et al.
raise the question, “Has the globalization of work and workers generated processes of
detraditionalization in which males beyond the metropolis are set free from the structural
\

conventions o f work?” (Kenway et al. 2006, p. 89). It is possible that globalization has opened
up more opportunities for rural boys to create their own identities beyond the rural one.
Kenway et al. also delves into what social experiences are and are not available in a rural
community. The boys interviewed in the book complain of small towns as a “boring place” with
1
“nowhere to go” and “no place to hang out” (Kenway et al., 2006, p. 96). Rural communities are
often considered “dead zones” due to the lack o f signs or symbols associated with consumer
pleasures (Kenway et al., 2006 p. 94). Identities are often shaped by the place in which the rural
boys inhabit. These places often lack varying spatial areas, harshness o f landscape and climate,
and a sluggish pace of life (Kenway et al., 2006, p. 97). Kenway et al. also points out that some
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boys are attached to their land because of the outdoors, friendships, and the closeness o f
community. When the boys do socialize they rely on cars, sports, music, or computers to invoke
personal connections. The other social pressure rural boys confront is alcohol. Kenway et al.
state young men enjoy leisure activities which conform to the gender order o f their locality.
. The authors list three categories of activities which they found rural boys enjoyed: 1) cars
and football 2) surfing and skateboarding 3) music, computers, and creative arts. “Cars occupy
an important place in the lives o f young men outside of the cities...for many young men outside
the city, cars are a normal aspect o f everyday life and they evoke everyday pleasures and offer
many positive opportunities for intergenerational contact and leaming”(Kenway et ah, 2006, p.
/■

176). Cars are a status symbol among rural boys and are often necessary due to long distances
between towns and ,in addition, boys often drive farm machinery at work. They tend to drive
around in cars filled with their friends playing loud music (Kenway et ah, 2006, p. 180). Rural
boys do not have access to public transit and are much more reliant on cars to drive them and the
friends from place to place. In rural areas there is also an emphasis on sports. “Most boys play
sports” (Kenway et ah, 2006, p. 181). Sport inevitably leads to drinking with teammates and
there is pressure to participate - which makes alcohol consumption acceptable. There are not a lot
o f extra-curricular opportunities for rural boys, so thé emphasis on sports and alcohol tends to be
greater than in the urban'centres. As for the role o f computers, music and film in constructing
rural masculinity, “global communities that come together through music, film* pop culture, new
media, fashion and computer games offer young men the possibility o f imagining themselves in
relation to different places and communities that are filled with possibilities which their
embedded lives cannot provide” (Kenway et ah, 2006 192). Global culture is accessible to young

27
men in rural areas, however it is used mostly for their personal pleasure and as a means by which
to build their masculinity.

,, !

Kenway et al. (2006) suggests that there is a current global hegemonic form of
masculinity, particularly for those who operate in a global market. While globalization has
indeed made cultures across the world more similar, sweeping generalizations cannot be made
concerning all boys and academic achievement. Each country has its own norms and values that
still influence the development of its citizens. That being said, each area in various regions may
also have cultural norms and social values that need to be examined when exploring the
influences that contribute to the development of masculinity and success in school.
.

...

'

"

*

s

'

' ••

'

Gary Huang (1999) outlines the socio-economic benefits and the troubles facing rural
communities in the United States in 1999. Like Kenway et al (2006), Huang refers to the
farming and manufacturing industries’ close ties to the global marketplace. Huang agrees with
Kenway and states, “ .. .rural economies are vulnerable to the impact of changes in the volatile
international market” (Huang, 1999, p. 2). The rural economy is sensitive to the fluctuations of
the global market because it relies so heavily on manufacturing industries and farm products for
export. Huang emphasizes that farming and manufacturing are the key areas of employment for
rural communities. He also points out the difference in poverty rates when comparing rural and
urban centres. “The rural workforce in general, however, still earns less than its urban
counterpart” (Huang, 1999, p. 3). High poverty continues to be an issue in rural areas. The author
also states that rural schools tend not to receive as much funding as urban schools and must find
effective strategies to deal with the issue. Huang alludes to what Kenway et al.'s work delves
into; globalization and technology are rampant in rural communities and schools need to provide
programs to prepare students for future jobs outside of farming and manufacturing.
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Telecommunications technology now makes it possible for professionals to work away
from urban centres. Rural communities must take advantage of both current economic
recovery and technological developments to sustain their growth. They should focus on
updating school programs to prepare youngsters for future growth. (Huang, 1999, p. 6)
Like Huang, Little and Panelli (2003) focus on geography and explore gender issues in
rural settings. They investigated how “gender identities and performances are constructed,
contested and sometimes reinvented” in rural communities o f developed countries (Little &
Panelli, 2003, p. 281). The four areas o f focus for their study are: community, work,
environment and sexuality. Similar to Kenway et al., Little and Panelli write about the apparent
idyllic country lifestyle and the stereotypical sex roles depicted in popular culture. They quote
Little and Austin: “the rural idyll operate[s] in support of traditional gender relations” (Little &
Panelli, 2003, p. 282). The authors set out to explore what makes up the gender identity o f rural
folk. Little and Panelli share Martino’s view that “gender is affected by, and negotiated via,
different forms of environment” (Little & Panelli, 2003, p. 284). These authors, as do Kenway et
-al., mention the distance factor of living in a rural environment. Distance affects decisions made
on a daily basis.
The other major aspect Little and Panelli examine is gender and sexuality in a rural
context. The authors write, “Sexual identity was raised initially in the context of rural
j marginality or otherness when it was argued that gays and lesbians were excluded from dominant
' constructions o f rurality” (Little & Panelli, 2003, p. 285). There is a belief that homosexuality is
out o f place in a rural community and that homosexuals are marginalized. There is a need to
analyze the construction of heterosexuality before homosexuality can be analyzed. Little and
Panelli explore this issue and state; “Discussions o f rural heterosexuality have initially focused
on the relationship between what are seen as highly traditional constructions of masculinity and
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the rural environment” (Little & Panelli, 2003, p. 285). Heterosexuality and its connection with
rural masculinities and femininity need further exploration.

i

Little and Panelli concur with Kenway et al. and Huang about the changing face o f rural
areas due to globalization. Capitalism and new technologies have impacted the rural way of life.
There are “new patterns and divisions [that] have emerged in the gendered lifestyles, experiences
and opportunities within rural areas” (Little & Panelli, 2003, p. 286). The authors believe the
rural way o f life will continue to evolve.
Masculinity and Education
, In this section I provide a review o f some key literature in the field of boys, masculinities
s

and schooling because it has clearly informed my understanding of the field and the extent to
which a focus on rural boys' masculinities may further add to the existing knowledge base. Rob
Gilbert and Pam Gilbert’s Masculinity Goes to School (1998) addresses the issue of boys’
achievement in relation to notions o f masculinity which helps explain why boys behave in a
certain way when it comes to constructing their identities. The authors argue that each boy is
different and this diversity needs to be addressed when dealing with educational needs. They
also discuss the issue o f boys’ views on masculinity and behaviour in the classroom. “Boys’
views on masculinity also affect their behaviour at school, both in and out o f the classroom...”
(Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998, p. 13). They believe society needs to promote different ways of being
men, a position which Martino (1999) supports. The book focuses on how boys construct their
identities based on the acceptable ways of being masculine in their society. Boys need to figure
out what it means to be a man, whether it is through partying, playing sports or playing video
games. Each o f these entail appropriate ways society views as being masculine and these ideas
carry over into the classroom. Becoming a man means constructing one's self and being
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constructed according to norms governing what is deemed to be appropriately masculine. “ To
increase rather than constrain the possibilities for boys, we need to broaden our view way beyond
the biological” (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998, p. 46) and to go beyond the dominant image o f what it
means to be a man.

;

Gilbert and Gilbert question what happens to boys when they do not fit the stereotypical
mould o f masculine behaviour! They too are concerned about the boys who are left behind
because they do not fit the macho form of masculinity. Macho boys cannot try too hard at school
because they might be seen as ‘girly’ or as if caring about their education. Reputation amongst
peers is especially significant at this stage in life. “Boys' views on masculinity also affect their
✓

behaviour at school, both in and out o f the classrooms...” (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998, p. 13).
Gilbert and Gilbert found in .their research that administration devote 80% of their time to
managing boys' behaviour. There is a move in school to battle and control boys' behaviour and
academic achievement. Rural boys do not need other concerns when attending school as they are
already at a disadvantage compared to their urban counterparts, “...boys who live in rural
areas. ..are significantly more at risk of being disadvantaged in our schools than boys from white
affluent areas” (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998, p. 5). Gilbert and Gilbert refer to Richard Fletcher (an
academic concerned with the impact of masculinity on boys' health and well-being), who '
acknowledges that boys suffer disadvantages in life because o f the way society encourages
conformity to a certain way o f being male or masculine. Boys tend to suffer because they do not
access a broad range o f subject areas like girls do; they are not as likely to take parenting classes
or home economic classes. Yet, as Gilbert and Gilbert point out, there is no long-term, life
consequence as a result o f the inequitable access to specific courses.
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Gilbert and Gilbert suggest that researchers focus on secondary school boys because they
are older and it is easier to link their actions to work, the economy and sexuality. These elements
influence masculinity and schooling. Each issue cannot be examined in isolation. “How boys and
girls respond to the challenges o f secondary school, sexuality and impending employment is
heavily influenced by the resources they have available to them, including the skills, habits,
predispositions and understandings they have developed over a life course which has begun long
before” (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998, p. 113). The construction of masculinity is a social process and
, school plays a major role in its development. Schools are gendered institutions and gendered in
their organization and practices. Gilbert and Gilbert cite the practice o f teachers using words
/

such as “big girl” or “big boy” or “ladies and gentlemen”. Teachers treat boys and girls
according to gender assumptions (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998, p. 117). Male teachers tend to
promote macho images; sport constructs gender and extra-curricular activities establish
relationships with students. “Unless teaching practices are critically scrutinized, they will tend to
confirm dominant power relations” (Gilbert& Gilbert, 1998, p. 119). To the “macho lads”, the
dominant form o f masculinity means looking after friends, acting tough, having a laugh, looking
smart (without putting forth an effort) and having a good time, or as Gilbert and Gilbert
succinctly state on page 125 “fighting, fucking and football”. Boys who do not conform to the
hegemonic form o f masculinity at school are rejected. -

r

Epstein et al. (1998) echo the sentiment o f Gilbert and Gilbert and addresses the
heterosexual issues and homophobia that appears to be part o f developing masculinity. The
authors in Epstein's edited collection emphasize the need to rethink masculinity. Chapter 5 by
David Jackson entitled “Breaking out of the binary trap” states that many boys think school
learning is effeminized. Some boys construct their masculinity in direct opposition to the
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“sissified world o f school” (Epstein et al., 1998, p. 89). The book also discusses the fact that not
all boys are failing and not all girls are succeeding in school. Murphy and Elwood show that
there is “more overlap between the achievement o f boys and girls than there are differences
between the two sexes” (p. 10). A major focus on the book is the masculine behaviour in the
classroom and its impact on student achievement. To be masculine means male students must
challenge the educational institution in order to fit with a peer group. Homophobia and bullying
are the negative results of the macho construction o f masculinity. This gender-specific
construction can lead to behavioural problems at school and create problems for nonconventional students.
s

; Francis (2000) also acknowledges the different discourses relating to the development of
masculinity. She explains that gender is socially constructed. The author's study focuses on
urban, multi-cultural schools in London, U.K. Francis outlines three discourses surrounding boys
and academic achievement: ‘poor boys’, ‘failing boys’, and ‘boys will be boys’. She shows how
the discourses surrounding gender and equality are enabled. Boys are socialized and expected to
act in a certain manner. If a boy strays from stereotypical behaviour then he is usually
reprimanded by his peers or parents. Like som eof the other authors reviewed in this chapter,
Francis explores masculinity and sexuality and notes that homophobia is a prevalent form of
bullying in today’s schools. Sexist jokes arid misogynist attitudes drive a particular form of male
pow er.: Francis also highlights the extent to which students construct their own gender identities.
Girls are often constructed as sensible and selfless, whereas boys are constructed as silly and
selfish (Francis, 2000, p. 50). The female possesses traits more conducive to the educational
environment while male’s masculine traits are often perceived to conflict with the norms and
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values embedded in educational institutions such as schools regarding acceptable behaviour and
attitude to school work.

■
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The sole focus on gender is misleading as there are other socio-cultural factors and
variables that affect student academic achievement. In the United States males still outperform
females on tests focusing on mathematics and science (Hammet & Sanford, 2008, p. 5).
“ ...females are outperforming males in some respects, and in others, males are outperforming
females” (Hammet & Sanford, 2008, p. 6). With such an exclusive focus on gender, the other
variables have been ignored. According to StatsCan, the 2000 Pisa test results show, “students
from urban schools in Canada performed significantly better in reading than students from rural
/•

schools” (Hammett & Sanford, 2008, p, 4-5). Hence, a focus on building knowledge about the
experiences o f rural boys in school has the potential to further inform our understandings o f their
educational needs and o f how teachers might best address them.
r Frank and Davison (2007) address the role of school as one o f the places where the social
process o f what it means to be male and female are played out. The authors also note “the
formation o f boyness is intricately...connected to the wider social process and political changes”
(p. 3). The construction of masculinity is a complex web of interrelationships; “the formation of
masculinities is nationally and culturally specific” (Frank & Davison, 2007, p. 11). There is a
need to critically examine masculinities and the gender roles in school in order to understand
s
masculinity in a broad social context. Frank and Davison, for example refer to Mac an Ghaill
who identifies four types of male students at the secondary level he has researched and noted in
England: 1) the macho lads 2) the academic achievers 3) the new entrepreneurs and 4) the real
Englishmen (Frank & Davison, 2007, p. 4). The macho lads tend to reject schooling, whereas
the academic achievers see school as legitimate and are engaged in the learning process. The new

34
entrepreneurs are those who are engaged in vocational studies and are involved with new
technology. The new Englishman, as described by Mac an Ghaill, tends to be middle-class,
rejects school and is really ambivalent about the learning process (Frank & Davison, 2007, p. 4).
Masculinity in each instance is monitored and maintained within a network and dynamic of peer
group relations. Frank and Davison, for example highlight that homophobia is often a means
which is utilized to police the hegemonic form of masculinity and state that “Until recently the
actions and definitions o f masculinity framed within a school context have remained intact and
unexamined” (p. 94). It has been assumed that all boys adhere to a certain set of beliefs regarding
gender. Society needs to critically examine assumed gender roles and question accepted concepts
concerning the naturalness and inevitability o f gender which schooling reinforces (Frank &
Davison, 2007, p. 12). Recent research challenges the idea that gender is biological or that it
must adhere to a specific style or structure. Masculinity is fluid and changes according to societal
norms and specific contexts. Frank and Davison assert that boys make choices each day
regarding their gender identity. “Young men routinely choose how and when to express various
elements of their masculinity” (p. 97). Boys often choose between several versions of
masculinity: for example the choice between athletics versus academics. Boys need to be see the
possibilities beyond the stereotypical images and to be provided with choices which challenge
the boundaries of masculinity which restrict males.
Classroom Interactions
Keddie and Mills (2007) also reject the notion that biological difference between boys
and girls is a cause for concern in the current education system. They argue that gender is read
within certain contexts in society and that individuals are punished if they do not act in a
particular way, for example being too masculine or too feminine. According to Keddie and
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Mills, “neither sex has a monopoly, on particular behaviours” ( p. 4). What is important, they
argue, is how educators teach boys. The way gender is structured and policed is significant when
considering pedagogical methods for boys. The authors raise the question ‘do boys need to.
change?’ They develop a response to their own question and state the behaviour and
engagement o f some boys needs to change within schools. There needs to be consequences for
some boys when they disrupt the learning o f others, pose a safety risk or when social justice
issues are involved (Keddie & Mills, 2007, p. 5). Many o f these issues stem from the
constructions of masculinity society has imposed on its youth. Keddie and Mills suggest that
many o f the gender-specific behaviours have been normalized by the education system and its
s

curriculum. The authors also outline the ‘what about boys?’ backlash and how the issue has
been simplified by the media, other publications and politics. They argue the boy issue is not a
simple one and boys’ education needs to be examined further. Keddie and Mills clearly state
their purpose “ .. .this book is also based on the presumption that adults in schools need to take
some responsibility for the ways in which boys have come to accept certain behaviours as ‘boys
being boys’” (Keddie & Mills, 2007, p. 5). My research examines the ways in which rural boys
believe they are expected to behave in the classroom and whether stereotypes are reinforced or
rebuked by teachers and classmates.
|
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Keddie and Churchill (2003) further explore classroom interactions and boys’

relationships with their teachers. For example they argue that “power, control and authority: [are
the] issues at the centre o f boys’ relationships with their teachers” and claim that teachers are the
key link to positive outcomes for students (Keddie & Churchill, 2003, p. 1). The teacher-student
relationship is also key when addressing risky male behaviour (Keddie & Churchill, 2003, p. 1).
Teachers have to be aware of the construction of masculinity within the school environment in
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order develop positive relationships with students. “...Various constructs o f masculinity are
implicitly involved both in teachers’ interventions and in the ways in which interventions [are]
taken up in classrooms” (Keddie & Churchill, 2003, p. 2). Teachers have the ability to reinforce
hegemonic stereotypes o f masculinity or they can challenge what it means to be male and
address gender inequities. Boys interviewed by Keddie and Churchill indicate they appreciate
teachers who are open, caring, provide a democratic learning environment, and alOlow students
more autonomy (p. 6). Teachers have the ability enhance positive social constructions of gender
in the classroom and academic achievement based on positive relationships based on respect.
This highlights the need for further research on rural boys and their perspective on schooling,
especially given that their voices have not been heard within the context of boys' education. The
insights boys provide further informs educators and contributes to the teacher knowledge base
about how to further enhance the educational experience o f rural boys.
Francis (2000) focused her research on multicultural urban schools in London, United
Kingdom. She spent some time in co-educational classrooms and observed that girls tend to sit
with girls and boys sit with boys. She also noted that boys dominated class discussions and were
more vocal in making their contributions and tended to ask more questions than the girls.
Teachers also asked boys more questions than the girls. Francis states that boys were more
physically active than the girls and that they demonstrated more rude and sarcastic behaviour.
When disciplining the boys, teachers took a more “robust” approach with the boys than the girls
(Francis, 2000, p. 35). During interviews with the girls, Francis states: “Secondary school girls
were vocal in their criticisms o f boys' classroom behaviour, branding it 'immature'” (Francis,
2000, p. 50). Francis describes her research experience in the classroom:

•

Certainly, the boys did tend to actively 'mess about’ in class more than did girls.
It was common to see them stealing one another's bags and possessions •

<
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(and fighting to reclaim them), throwing balls of paper and rubbers
and the like, and loudly abusing and making fun o f one another. Such behaviour
illustrates the 'silly', 'immature' or 'having a laugh' construction o f masculinity.
(Francis, 2000, p. 51)
Francis' research showed that the stereotypical construction o f masculinity can have a negative
effect on boys' learning and engagement with schooling and has a detrimental effect on their
classmates.
Most teachers want practical strategies, ideas and helpful hints to combat the
underachievement o f boys and enhance student engagement in the classroom. However, Francis
argues for the need to move away from tips fo r teachers' approaches to dealing with the problem
o f underachievement because they do not address the underlying issues: “the perpetuation o f a
'laddish' gender culture among school boys” (Francis, 2000, p. 132). Teachers need to challenge
the 'laddish' culture and the methods to combat underachievement must be based on sound
research and a solid understanding o f gender issues (Francis, 2000, p. 132). According to
Francis, any program to raise achievement must seek to raise achievement for all students, rather
than simply focusing on boys. Good classroom teaching is also essential, which means a healthy
classroom environment with high expectations, clear objectives and proper discipline which will
go a long way in helping to raise boys' achievement. It is the goal of my research to explore the
I experiences o f rural boys and to discover whether this is actually occurring in classrooms. It is
■also important to gain insight into whether or not rural boys agree with this notion of good
classroom teaching and the potential link to greater engagement with schooling. What role does
their masculinity play in the classroom environment?
Conclusion of Literature Review
A review o f the relevant literature in the field has provided insight into significant
research which has already explored issues surrounding the construction of masculinity for rural
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boys and their engagement with schooling. All of the research and literature contributes to this
study in an important way. Much o f the research has been undertaken in Australia, the United
Kingdom and the United States. There is little research information which focuses on the
Canadian context. This thesis seeks to explore what is happening in rural communities in South
Western Ontario. The construction of masculinity of rural males requires further investigation in
order to relate their experiences to their engagement with schooling. Further knowledge about
rural boys' construction of masculinity and how it relates to their engagement with schooling has
the potential to build our understanding of how to better address their educational needs.
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CHAPTER 3
Methodology

Introduction
This chapter provides details about the methodology approach undertaken in conducting
research into a group of rural boys' experiences o f masculinity and schooling. It provides
justification for the qualitative methods I chose to gather, analyze, and interpret data. Through
employing a case study research design, using semi-structured interviews, I am seeking an
understanding of how the construction o f masculinity influences rural boys' engagement with
schooling. According to Stake (2005), “case study optimizes understanding by pursuing
scholarly research questions” (p. 443). Stake (2005) recognizes the significance of using case
studies as a source o f research information: “For a qualitative research community, case study
concentrates on experiential knowledge of the case and close attention to the influence of its
social, political, and other contexts” (p. 444). It is important to note that Weedon (1987) states,
“the experience o f individuals is far from homogeneous” (p. 79). The purpose of this case study
is to examine the experiences of six high school boys who reside in a rural community. As Patton
(2002) notes, qualitative studies tend to examine small samples in depth (p. 230). The stories of
ithe six boys interviewed during my research process are voices that are not currently being heard
'in academic research. While a researcher is not able to generalize across a population of rural
boys on the basis o f such a small sample size, the benefits o f such research is that it enables more
depth in terms o f accessing how a group of individuals are thinking about their experiences as
rural boys in a specific location and to identify the significance of masculinity and rurality in
their lives. Such in-depth knowledge about a group of individuals can help gain a further

40
understanding about how the issues of masculinity and rurality, as well as other variables, might
be affecting or influencing their their engagement with schooling.
I chose to conduct research using a qualitative instrumental case study (Stake, 2005)
using semi-structured interviews (Cohen et al., 2007). “A case study is both a process of inquiry
about the case and the product of that inquiry” (Stake, 2005). According to van Mannen (2001)
the interview provides experiential narrative material that serves as a resource for developing
richer and deeper understanding of human phenomenon. The purpose o f conducting a case study
is to gather in-depth information about my interviewees (Patton, 2002, p. 447). The case study
should reflect the situation and the life experiences o f the interviewees (Patton, 2002, p. 450).
y

The instrumental case study is to “mainly provide insight into an issue or to redraw a
generalization...it facilitates our understanding...” (Stake, 2005 p. 445). Stake (2005) explains
that the instrumental case study is “looked at in depth, it contexts scrutinized and its ordinary
activities detailed, but all because this helps pursue the external interest” (p. 445). In the context
o f this thesis, the external interest is to advance the understanding of the experiences of rural
\

boys, their masculinity and how it influences schooling. The qualitative interview seeks to
understand the experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience (Hatch,
1991, p. 3), According to Cohen (2007) the interview provides the opportunity to engage,
| understand and interpret the lifeworlds o f the interview participant. This type of study allowed
me to explore the lives o f rural male students in order to develop an understanding o f how they
form their sense o f masculinity and how this construction of masculinity relates to their
engagement with school.
I chose to conduct qualitative research because I felt this type o f research would be the
best way to gain insight into the minds of rural boys and their understanding of masculinity in
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terms o f how this construction influences their engagement with schooling. Investigating the
lives o f rural boys involves critically examining the interactions that occur within the school
setting, but also the outside influences which help to shape their masculinity, such as, sports,
leisure time, jobs, peer group relations and family. Case studies are an efficient tool in this
examination because, “case study analysis involves organizing the data by specific cases for indepth study and comparison” (Patton, 2001, p. 447). The case study provides a more detailed
account of the student's experience. A case study is an appropriate way to interview individuals
and groups because,

.

.

The case study should take the reader into the case situation and experience - .
a person's life, a group's life, or a program's life. Each case study
in a report stands alone, allowing the reader to understand the case as a
unique, holistic entity. At a later point in analysis, it is possible to compare
\ and contrast cases, but initially each must be represented and understood
as an idiosyncratic manifestation of the phenomenon of interest. (Patton, 2002, p. 450)

It is my desire to learn more about the construction o f masculinity o f rural Canadian boys and
how this idea o f masculinity impacts their engagement with schooling. As a teacher in a rural
\

school in South Western Ontario, such knowledge can further assist me in developing a better
understanding o f these boys' perspectives and experiences, with the view to further enhancing ’
my capacity to address their educational needs.
“Case study facilitates the conveying of experience o f actors and stakeholders as well as
the experience o f studying the case. It can enhance the reader's experience with the case.
It does this largely with narratives and situational descriptions of case activity, personal
relationship and group interpretation”. (Stake, 2005, p. 454)

The Participants
I contacted the Superintendent o f the local school board and the principal of the secondary
school to seek permission to interview students in the school. Next, I contacted grade 10 English
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teachers at a school in South Western Ontario and asked them to provide me with students who
would be able to meet with me. A formal letter o f information was sent, and a signed consent to
participate was received from the parent/guardian o f each participant before the study began.
From the pool of potential students, six were selected and one interview was conducted with
each student.
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The data in this study has been collected using semi-structured interviews. This study uses
the voices o f the rural male student participants and is the primary source o f data collection. It is
the voice o f the rural male student who is the key source in addressing the issues surrounding the
construction of masculinity and their engagement with schooling. To learn about the experience
/•

o f adolescent, rural males, I interviewed six grade 10 male students from a rural secondary
school. I planned on interviewing two Academic level male students, two Applied level male
students, and two male students who are enrolled in Locally Developed courses in a
Southwestern Ontario secondary school. However, I could only get one Locally Developed,
student to return his parental/guardian consent form. There are fewer students to draw from in
\

the Locally Developed stream, so I interviewed a third grade 10 Applied student instead. These
particular boys provided a spectrum o f educational experiences. Six students allowed me to gain
a broad understanding of the various issues the boys face when engaging with schooling.
I sought out my participants through personal contacts I have with my colleagues who teach
at this particular school. Pine County Secondary School (PCSS) is located in the town o f
Mapleton, which is located within the heart of rural Pine County in South Western Ontario.
Mapleton has a population o f 3200 people and Pine County has just under 60 000 residents.
Mapleton is surrounded by several smaller towns, villages and hamlets. PCSS has six elementary
feeder schools, most o f which are located in small villages. The majority of the students are
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bused into the school on a daily basis from the surrounding rural communities. The agricultural
industry is the number one employer for men in this rural area; manufacturing is the second
largest employer o f men and the third is the construction industry. The top three employers of
males in Pine County reflect very stereotypical occupations as do the top three employers of
women. The top three occupations for women are: healthcare/social services, retail and other.
The median income in Pine County is lower than the provincial average.
PCSS is a semestered, grade nine to twelve secondary school located in Mapleton. The
population of PCSS is approximately 650 students and 40 teachers. On the surface, the student
body and staff o f this secondary school appear very homogeneous. The staff and students are
s

predominately o f Caucasian descent. Staff, like the students, tend to live within the rural confines
o f Pine County. PCSS is a school which emphasizes excellence in may areas, such as academics,
music, arts, technology, hospitality, and sports. Because PCSS is a smaller, rural school there are
not always the same number o f courses available for students attending PCSS when compared to
an urban school. If classes do not have enough students enrolled, sections tend to be cut.
\

Students at PCSS follow the same curriculum and write the same standardized tests as the rest of
the students in Ontario. PCSS students also have a certain number o f credits they need to obtain
before graduating, both compulsory and elective. All secondary students are required to take
l

English courses throughout high school.
The six students I interviewed were selected from English classes in consultation with
teachers at the school. I chose students from English classes because it is a compulsory course
for students. I chose grade 10 students because they represent students with one year o f high
school experience and it is a crucial year for students as they have to complete EQAO literacy
testing. I met with all my participants individually. The interviews with the students were
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conducted in one o f the classrooms upon a mutually agreed time, before or after school, or
during the lunch hour. I had parents/guardians sign the consent forms which contained relevant
information including their anonymity and any potential risks. To protect the identity of the
students, pseudonyms were used when I transcribed the interviews and they are used throughout
the text of this thesis.
I chose to only interview six rural male secondary school students. I purposely kept my
sample size small and manageable. The six students who agreed to be a part of my study were
included because they were male, reside in a rural community, grade 10 students in one of the
three streams. The number included in the study suits the needs of my research and was
governed by my desire not so much to generalize across a population o f rural students, as it was
to gain a more in-depth understanding of a group of male students' experiences of schooling in
one particular rural location. As Patton (2002) notes, “The validity, meaningfulness, and insights
generated from qualitative inquiry have more to do with the information richness o f the cases
selected and the observational/analytical capabilities of the researcher than with the sample size” ,
\

(p. 245). Thus, the purpose o f this thesis is to learn more about the construction of masculinity of
a small group rural boys and to gain some insight into how it affects their, engagement with
schooling.
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Data Collection
: The semi-structured interviews that I conducted with the students were the only source of
data used for this thesis. Patton (2002) supports the use o f interviews because “the perspective of
others is meaningful” (p. 341). Patton (2002) elaborates further, “The purpose o f interviewing,
then, is to enter into the other person's perspective” (p. 341). Conducting interviews with the
male students allows me to gain insight into their thoughts and experiences in a rural school.

.
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This insight is especially valuable as these voices are lacking from current research. I began with
simple questions which would help build rapport with my male participants. It is necessary to
have a rapport with the participants so they would feel more comfortable sharing their feelings
and experiences about masculinity and schooling with me. Patton (2002) suggests that “in depth
interviewing opens up what is inside of people” (p. 407). The conversation with each student
soon developed into one focusing on his experiences as a male student in a rural area and at this
particular secondary school. I then continued to build the interview around his experiences. I
recognize that each interview was different for each student.

!

The first couple of questions Tasked were designed to gather some background information,
y'

such as age and where the participant lived, in order to establish a comfort level between myself
and the interviewee (see Appendix C for interview questions). As the interview progressed, I
began to ask more complex, open-ended questions which required participants to reflect upon
their experiences as a male in a rural community and about their experiences within a rural
school. An open ended question provides interviewees with a frame o f reference and allows them
\

to elaborate. Cohen, Manion & Morrison (2000) suggest open-ended questions offer a number of
advantages. These type o f questions are flexible and allow the interviewer to clear up any
misunderstandings, go into more depth if necessary and determine the depth of the respondent's
knowledge. I asked specific questions regarding their experiences and engagement with
schooling. Additionally I asked participants to reflect on gender issues in the school environment
and lastly, the questions I posed dealt with the participant's construction of masculinity in a rural
community. The questions asked were open-ended to encourage interviewees to explain their
perspectives, while, I as the interviewer, listened for special language and watched for cues to c;
explain the participant’s undërstanding (Hatch, 2002). The interview questions also left room for
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me to address other issues and ask further questions should follow-up questions be required. The
context o f the interview and open-ended questions also allowed me to probe deeper into certain
responses and to encourage participants to further explain their responses.
Van Manen (2001) suggests that the interviewer needs to be strongly oriented to the question
so one does not get carried away with interviews that go nowhere and everywhere. The dialogue
must stay close the experience as lived by the interviewee. Seidman (1991) cautions against
using the interview as a vehicle for the interviewer’s agenda rather than an exploration o f the
interviewee’s experiences. He suggests the interviewer ask only “real questions” where the
interviewer does not anticipate a response. Van Manen (2001) also notes it is not necessary to
ask too many questions. Patience, silence, and repeating the last response may be a more tactful
way o f gathering experiences and information.
I interviewed participants individually because anonymity was important if the boys were
going to be open and honest during our interview. I was satisfied by the data which was
generated from our one-on-one interviews. The interviews were digitally recorded and I
transcribed the interviews verbatim, although I did change the names o f the interviewees to
protect their identities. The six boys I interviewed were interested in the research I was
conducting and expressed a desire for something positive to come out o f the process. They were
all eager to share their thoughts and answer my questions. They were all interested in receiving a
copy o f the interview transcript. I appreciate the fact they took time out o f their busy schedules to
talk with me. Each participant brought an interesting perspective to my research.
I was also afforded the opportunity to spend some time in Pine Valley Secondary School
observing students amongst their peers and in the classroom. This allowed me to further develop
my relationship with the participants. As Patton explains,
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The data for qualitative analysis typically comes from fieldwork. During fieldwork, the
researcher spends time in the setting under study - a program, an organization, a
community, or wherever situations o f importance to a study can be observed, people
interviewed, and documents analyzed. (Patton, 2002, p. 4)
It was important to me as a researcher, to “make firsthand observations of activities and
interactions” (p. 4), between the male students at this secondary school. According to Patton
(2002) I am considered a participant observer. As the researcher, I needed observe and talk with
the participants about their personal experiences in a rural area and their perceptions of
masculinity. This observational field work along with the interview process was an appropriate
manner in which to gain an understanding about the experiences o f rural boys; “Qualitative
findings may be presented alone or in combination with quantitative data” (Patton, 2001, p. 5).
Both the observational data and the case study data can be organized into a narrative with major
themes (p. 5). The theories which arise from fieldwork should include the researcher's
observations and interviews out in the real world rather than in a laboratory or similar setting (p.
11). Patton (2002) suggests, “The primary audiences for research are other researchers and
scholars, as well as policymakers and others interested in understanding some phenomenon or
problem o f interest” (p. 11). In this case, I suggest the primary audience is researchers and
educators who would benefit from a greater understanding o f rural masculinities and how their
construction impacts boys' schooling. During my time spent observing the boys at Pine County
Secondary School, I was provided with a greater understanding o f the dynamics amongst the
boys, their peers and their teachers. I was also able to observe the existing masculine hierarchies
which exist within the school.
Data Analysis
Data analysis is the process “o f making sense out of the data.. ..consolidating, reducing and
interpreting what people have said and what the researcher has seen and read - it is the process
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o f making meaning” (Merriam,1998, p.178). To make sense o f the data collected I completed a
thematic analysis. This analysis involved a content analysis, which is common when conducting
qualitative research. Content analysis involves, “data reduction and sense-making effort that
takes a volume o f qualitative material and attempts to identify core consistencies and meanings”
(Patton, 2002, p. 453). Once I had my six interview transcripts, I scanned them all for
reoccurring words and ideas. Doing this allowed me to identify some o f the common elements in
the various interviews. According to Patton (2002) content analysis means, “identifying, coding,
categorizing, classifying, and labelling the primary patterns in the data” (p. 463). After analyzing
each interview, I was able to identify several emerging themes in the data.
Once I identified themes which occurred throughout the interviews, it was necessary for me
to create meaning out of this information. I had to make sense of what the male student voice
was telling me. “Qualitative research is endlessly creative and interpretative” (Patton, 2002, p.
23). Patton (2002) also suggests that “a case study should be sufficiently detailed and
comprehensive to illuminate the focus o f inquiry...” (p. 450). A researcher must analyze the
detail and illuminate the issues; therefore it is necessary for the researcher be become “immersed
in the data” (Patton, 2002, p. 441) in order to make meaning of the data collected. My thesis is
based on qualitative research and I present my interpretations of the data I gathered. My findings
reflect the data I collected and are grounded theoretically in perspectives that are informed by
both a feminist poststructuralism and a critical masculinities approach.
Limitations of Research
There were some limitations with research. The fact that parental consent was required
meant that recruiting subjects was not always an easy task. Participants indicated they were
interested, but did not always return consent forms. As mentioned earlier, I was unable to gain
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the co-operation and signed consent o f Locally Developed students, despite several attempts to
follow-up with these potential subjects. Only one Locally Developed student ended up returning
a signed consent form. When this occurred I consulted the English teachers and was able to
obtain the co-operation and parental consent o f another grade 10 Applied level male so I was
able to recruit six students in total for my research.
Scheduling interviews also proved slightly difficult since interviews had be conducted
before or after school hours or during lunch hour. Students tend to have part-time jobs or
participate in extra-curricular activities so it was a bit challenging to find a suitable time to
conduct the interview. If arrangements could not be made then I selected another student from
/

the pool o f possible participants. Also, many students were not so willing to give up their free
time to be interviewed and this could have been another factor which affected the recruitment o f
potential research participants.
I only interviewed male students, which limits my research to one gender. The
perspectives o f girls could have provided further insight into gender relations and the
masculinities o f rural boys. In addition, the small sample size imposed certain limitations in
terms o f generalizability and drawing comparisons. This reflects only a very small percentage of
rural males and does not allow for an investigation into the diversity of rural males' experiences
in this particular context. However, I hoped that this small group would allow me to gain at least
some insight into boys’ perspective o f masculinity and their engagement with schooling,
particularly given the absence of their perspective in the broader literature on masculinities and
e
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Another possible limitation is the fact that I had particular knowledge of the school given
that I lived in the same community and knew many o f the boys and their families. Glesne (1992)
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outlines some o f the problems o f doing research “in your own backyard,” such as ethical and .
political dilemmas. However, such knowledge further sensitized me to the need to assure the
participants that our discussion would remain confidential. I also reassured participants that I
wanted to improve the schooling experience for students, which may have alleviated any
confusion or concerns the students may have had about the purpose of the research. (Glesne,
1992, p. 27).
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I also acknowledge that students attending this school will have different experiences
than students elsewhere in the province, particularly because the school is located in rural South
Western Ontario. I grew up in this rural area and I also have to recognize that not all students
y

come from a background similar to my own, nor have they had experiences which have been
influenced by socio-economic status, gender etc.
Conclusion
In this chapter I have provided a justification for choosing to employ a case study
approach involving semi-structured interviews with male participants. Given my purpose, which
is concerned with providing more in-depth knowledge about the experiences of rural boys in one
particular location, a qualitative research methodology seemed to be the most appropriate
approach to executing the research. As Patton (2002), highlights: First the qualitative
!methodologist must get close to the people and situation to personally understand in depth the
details of what goes on. Second, the qualitative methodologist must aim at capturing what
actually takes place and what people actually say: the perceived facts. Third, the qualitative data
must include a great deal o f pure description of people, activities, interactions, and settings.
Fourth, qualitative data must include direct quotations from people, both what they speak and
what they write down (p. 28). The six participants from PCSS I interviewed represent the three
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different academic streams in a rural Ontario school. Each shared his experiences about living in
rural Pine County and attending PCSS. Each of the six males also provided necessary
information regarding his understanding o f masculinity.
In light o f such explications about the nature of qualitative research, I have provided a
detailed justification in this chapter for employing semi-structured interviews as a basis for
generating specific case studies that enabled me to gain some further insight into the construction
o f rural boys' masculinity and its impact on their engagement with schooling. In the following
chapter, I provide a detailed analysis of the data and the themes that emerged.
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CHAPTER 4
’

Findings and Analysis
Introduction

. In this chapter I provide an analysis of six grade ten, rural, male secondary students who
attend Pine County Secondary School in Mapleton, Ontario. This chapter focuses on the
construction o f masculinity, in particular on how these six male students see themselves in
relation to their masculinity in a rural setting and how this understanding influences their
experiences in the secondary school context. The voices o f the students whom I interviewed
provide insight on stereotypical perceptions o f what it means to be a boy in a rural setting and it
emphasizes how narrow the current accepted definitions of masculinity are in today's rural
society. The six interviews highlight the need to critically explore the role school plays as a site
to examine and question the hegemonic masculinity which seems to dominate how boys perform
and enact masculinity (Connell, 2005). In a rural community where farms, towns, and villages
are spread out, school becomes the site where boys meet and is the place where masculinity is
negotiated and regulated. In this chapter I ask questions about what it means to be a 'boy' in Pine
County, keeping: in mind there are norms regulating what a “normal” boy should look like, act
like and be (Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005) according to the hegemonic form o f masculinity
[or according to society's expectations/stereotypes. Martino (1999) also investigates ways in
i
which boys enact masculinity within a particular school by interviewing a group of boys at a co
educational secondary school. His work provides a basis of comparison and contrast for the
analysis this chapter.

•.

The work o f Connell (2005) and Kenway et al. (2006) provide a framework for
interpreting how the construction of masculinity for a small group of rural boys affects their
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engagement with schooling in a South'Western Ontario secondary school. The six male
participants offer insights into gender relations within the school, peer group hierarchies, and the
significance of extra-curricular activities. Their perspectives provide similar insights into what
makes a boy accepted by his peers, which confirms a certain construction o f masculinity in the
rural secondary school and community. lalso draw on Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) and Francis
(2000) to understand the construction o f masculinity and its connection to the school
environment and academic achievement. Their research explores the gender issues in today's
society and schools.
Interview participants talked about appearance, style, fashion, interests, sports, partying,
and violence in terms o f popularity and what is the accepted mode o f masculinity. Each student
also had a distinct voice with a unique story to tell. It is essential to highlight the voice of each
student. This chapter is structured in the following manner. Firstly, I introduce the six boys who
participated in this study based on my observations of them in the school setting and from the
data collected during the interview. These boys spoke openly to,me about their lives as teenage
males in the rural context. Secondly, I provide some analysis of each boy's narrative about his
experiences living in a rural community and at school. Lastly, I identify specific themes which
arose during my interviews, and provide a more detailed analysis of the information gathered
during the interview process. Organizing data by themes allows me to coalesce my analysis of
the six interviews.

•■
Interview Participant Profiles

In this section, I provide details about the lives of each o f the male participants in this
study. These profiles will assist with the reading of the data.
Brock:

'

-' ' ■, ■

-
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Brock is the only grade 10 student in the Locally Developed stream that I was able to
interview. He is 16 years old and lives in the country, but not on a farm. The town closest to
Brock's home has 2300 residents. Brock is bussed to Pine County Secondary School each day.
From my observations, he appears to be a quiet student who has a close group of friends, but he
is not the rowdy, outgoing, or academic type. Brock basically comes to school to hang out with
his friends and admits that he does actually like some classes. He enjoys gym, English, and
enjoys drama because “it's pretty fun”; his least favourite subject is math. Although Brock likes
coming to school to see his friends, he does recognize the importance of school because, as he
states, “I wanna do something after high school.! wanna do acting.” After he graduates from
secondary school, he is interested in attending Sheridan College in order to complete the acting
and dance program. He does admit that his “friends think it's kinda weird that I wanna go off and
act and dance.” During the school year Brock works approximately eight hours per week at his
parent's sporting goods store in a nearby small town. His parents are no longer together, so he
lives with his mother and his stepfather. Brock's father lives in Toronto and he does have the
opportunity to see him in the city. Besides his interest in dancing and acting, Brock also likes
skateboarding and other outdoor activities with his friends, as well as spending time on the
computer. He is an academically weak student, but appears to be one of the more capable
students in his Locally Developed program. His communication skills and work ethic surpass
many o f his peers who surround him in class.
Mike:
Mike is a 16 year old, grade 10 Applied level student. He lives on a farm, in the country,
with his family. The nearest village has a population o f 833 and he has to catch the bus to school
each day. Like Brock, Mike likes to attend school to see all the people. He dislikes all the school
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work, but recognizes that it is necessary ‘‘because you're not going to get anywhere in life if you
don't go to school”. During his grade 10 school year Mike took courses such as math, gym,
science, English, history and a technology course. He chose courses he liked “at the moment”.
While he dislikes much o f the work involved, he sees school as important in relation to his plans
for the future; Mike hopes to attend college to be a firefighter. Mike does not work during the
school year, but during the summer he has paid employment which involves doing renovations
on buildings such as nursing homes. In his spare time he enjoys dirtbiking, snowmobiling,
mudrunning, and playing some video games. Mike is a polite student who appears to get along
well with his peers. He tries his best academically, but seems to do it in more quiet manner than
his peers as he often seeks teacher assistance outside o f class time when his peers are not present.
He often asks his teachers for extra help or clarification on class assignments.
Bryan:-: \

.

.

;

-

Bryan is a 15 year old male in grade 10 and who takes Applied level courses. He lives in
a trailer park which is located outside o f a small town, population 2300, with his parents. Like
the other boys, Bryan also needs to take a bus to Pine County Secondary School each day. When
asked, 'why do you come to school everyday? Bryan replied, “So I have a future.” He admits to
liking some o f his classes, particularly the “hands-on classes”, such as those involving
iechnology classes (auto, cooking, drafting, manufacturing, etc.). What Bryan dislikes about
I
school is that he feels he is treated as a student instead of a person. He does not feel he is treated
fairly or as a young adult at school. Bryan's plan is to attend college in order to become a
recording engineer. The courses Bryan enrolled in during grade 10 include wood-shop, cooking,
science, history, math, English, and careers/civics. He admits that he selected courses he
“thought would be fun”. Bryan does not work during the school year and in his spare time he
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enjoys playing the guitar. He enjoys anything related to music. Bryan appears to march to his
own drum. Bryan does not fit in with the dominant image o f masculinity and is comfortable
pursuing his own goals and interests. He is very open and laid back and is not the most
academically inclined student. In the hallway and classroom, Bryan spends a lot of time with his
girlfriend.

Tim:/'

'

;

. .• ■

.^

■

Tim is a 15 year old male who is enrolled in Applied level courses at Pine County
Secondary School. He is the only participant who lives in the town of Mapleton and can walk to
school. Tim lives with his two parents and siblings. Similar to the other boys, Tim likes school
s

because “...I get to see my friends five days a week”. He dislikes the homework teachers assign.
Tim states school is important to him because, “I'm trying to increase my education for the
future, get a job, make money.” The courses Tim took in grade 10 are: math, English, science,
art, business, and history. While several courses are mandatory, he selected art because it relates
to his future goals and he takes gym because he is athletic and likes to be active. Tim's art course
ties in with his future goal o f designing video games and cartooning. Playing video games is
Tim's extra-curricular activity. He spends a lot o f time in his room gaming. Sometimes Tim's
peers 'pick on' him for his love o f video games. When he is not busy playing video games, he
jenjoys soccer and golf. In the summer he works at a local golf course. Overall, Tim feels he is a
well-balanced person. Upon observation, he gets along well with others, but appears to have a
close-knit group of male friends with similar interests. He is a friendly, yet shy, co-operative
student.
Landon:
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Landon is a 16 year old Academic level student in grade 10. He lives in a small village
with his parents and siblings. To get to Mapleton, Landon also has to take a bus. When asked
'what do you like about school?', Landon replied, “I like the atmosphere. I like being around my
friends all day. And most subjects and learning and stuff. I like drafting/architecture and math a
lot.” Landon dislikes some o f the compulsory courses in high school because he views them as
“completely unnecessary” and “just can't do it.” When pressed, Landon admits he can actually do
the work, but just doesn't like to do it. -Landon believes school is very important because
if you're just home all day then life would be boring and you wouldn't learn, like, how to
act around people. You're more social. That's why I think homeschooling is dumb
because you don't get that atmosphere.

The courses Landon took in grade 10 are: gym, math, English, science, history, civics/careers,
drafting, and construction. He explained that he took gym because he actually enjoys it and that
he enrolled in drafting and construction because “that's kinda what I wanna do when I grow up.”
Landon plans to attend college or university for either tech design or architecture. He is
extremely busy outside o f his school-life as he works at three part-time jobs which usually
involves between 20 and 30 hours per week. Landon claims that his jobs do not interfere with his
school work, and that he just stays up late at night to complete homework and projects. In his
spare time he is part o f a Track and Field Club; he works out at the gym and spends time with his
friends. From my observations and Landon's own admission, he is often loud and somewhat
obnoxious in the classroom. On the other hand he believes those closest to him would see him as
a caring individual. In the classroom, Landon comes across as a bit o f an arrogant, perhaps
exuberant, young man. He can be somewhat distracting in class as he tends to shout out and
crack jokes at inappropriate times. Despite his somewhat negative behaviour, he has plans for the
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future and is an academic level student who is able to manage his time and be successful on
several fronts.

v

Trevor:
The final participant is 15 year Trevor who is a grade 10 Academic level student. Trevor
lives with his parents and sister in a small village outside o f Mapleton. The population of the
village is 990 residents. Trevor relies on the school bus to get him to PCSS in Mapleton. He
agrees that the first thing he likes about school is seeing his friends, but sheepishly admits
“...honestly I kinda like some o f the subjects; gym obviously gives you activity you need for a
healthy lifestyle, and a lot o f the knowledge you gain from school you'll probably need in your
s

lifetime.” Although all the boys admitted to liking school for the social aspect of being with
friends, Landon and Trevor are the only students who mentioned actually enjoying some o f their
classes at school and both o f these boys are academic level students. Trevor dislikes all the
projects that are assigned by his teachers in his various classes because “I am not a big fan of
working at home.” He is the type o f student who would rather write a test. Trevor believes
school is important because it provides “valuable life skills.” The courses he chose to take in
grade 10 are: English, French, drama, math, science, civics/careers, history, and physical
education. As he points out, all but three were compulsory. He chose physical education because
[he likes physical activity; he chose French because he believes a second language is important in
Canada as it is a bilingual country; lastly he chose drama because it sounded fun and he thought
he would enjoy it. When he graduates from secondary school, Trevor plans on attending
university and has contemplated becoming a teacher, but he has no concrete plans. During the
school year Trevor works 10-15 hours per week at his part-time job at the village convenience
store. He does not find that his part-time, work affects his academic performance as he usually
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finds time to complete all o f his work. Trevor plays a lot o f sports when he is not at school or at
work; Outside of school he plays baseball, hockey, as for school sports teams he plays volleyball,
badminton, some basketball and hockey. Trevor admits he is “the smart, nerdy kid that also plays
sports.” He also recognizes, “I am kind of out o f stereotype for a lot o f things.” Trevor is a
brilliant student, but also social, friendly and polite. He gets along well with other students at
Pine County Secondary School, both in terms of his participation in athletics and in the
classroom. From his interactions with teachers, he is the type o f engaged student teachers love to
have in their classroom.
Constructing Rural Masculinity
/•

There are certain aspects o f the rural boys' experiences and their understandings of
masculinity which were influenced by their experiences living in a rural location. However,
many of the practices and relations boys experience in the rural setting are mirrored in the
experiences and masculinity o f boys in urban locations. The hegemonic form of masculinity cuts
across the rural-urban divide. Kenway et al. (2006) note that the current hegemonic form of
masculinity are those who operate in a global marketplace (p. 28). Boys in the rural setting are
exposed to the same elements of globalization, such as media, brand names, movies,
technologies, etc., as their counterparts living in the metropolis.
Rural Boys are Confident, Laid Back, Trouble Makers
The participants each identified the boys in Pine County as, “very confident” according to
Landon or as Tim states, boys in Pine County are “...fun and outgoing around here.” Brock sees
his male peers as “laid back and settled.” Trevor acknowledges: “Guys usually try to impress the
girls by making jokes about other people, other guys, different things like that. But whenever
they [boys] are just around guys they can all be laid back”, but it is important that the rural boy
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not “try too hard to be laid back.” Bryan goes even further and describes how other boys see him
as “the chilled, laid back person that just brushes by in life”. Trevor calls this view of
masculinity

.

■

the farmer...rural attitude [because] rural people don't seem to be in as much o f a hurry.
They seem more relaxed and calm. City people always seem to be in a hurry.

Landon also compares life in Pine County to life in the city,
I don't think they're (rural boys) as egotistical as they would be in the city...I think
they have more labels in the city...I think it's more neutral at a school like ours...like
everyone talks to everyone - usually - you don't seé it as much, obviously I haven't lived
in a city, but just in movies and stuff. Even though that couldn't be true. More ethnic
problems there too.
-

s

Kenway et al. (2006) notes “Metropolitan and non-metropolitan places and peoples are often
presented as the antithesis o f each other and are arranged in moral hierarchies” (p. 100). This
idea encompasses the perception of farming as noble and virtuous as opposed to life in the city.
Trevor and Landon could be alluding to this societal belief that the country offers a more
relaxed, laid back environment. Trevor also agrees with the other participants and states that
rural boys are “just more confident and I don't know if easygoing would be the right word or
not.” Most o f the participants identified rural boys as being confident, outgoing and laid back.
“There are many ways in which people, institutions and localities produce and secure the
jneaning and identity o f their place and, indirectly, o f themselves and others” (Kenway et al.,
2006, p. 100). And what about those boys who do not fit the boys' definition of masculinity of
fun and outgoing? Tim explains, “...they're boring or something. They're weird.” The rural male
participants have outlined a hegemonic coolness which exists and they have constructed what it
means to be the proper kind o f “cool” (Kenway et al., 2006, p. 163).
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The other common element was the rural male as the “trouble maker”. Mark says o f rural
boys: “They like to party and have a good time and cause trouble.” When asked to elaborate on
the type o f trouble he replied, “Just go on mud-runs with your truck and stuff where you're not
really supposed to be.” Bryan discussed the idea o f the troublemakers as fighters I'd have to say in Pine County the fighters are more respected than other people. 'Cuz
they have that whole toughness so people are just kinda scared of them so they get more
respect.
Bryan confides that fights happen mostly off school property:
pretty much anywhere, anywhere that's a kind o f private-public place where
everyone...you know how the skate park, it's not majorly public, still kinda private or at
the grandstands or something like that. [The fights usually occur] because someone picks
on another person or someone says something..starts lippin' off someone...
A boy would “lip o ff’ another boy because of “something they did” or because they represent
“something different.” Bryan is bold enough to admit “...if you don't fit the, like, male persona of
toughness or something like that, then yeah, you'd get picked on.” The guise of toughness is also
a valued characteristic as Trevor explains “It's more like a down and dirty tough, for the most
part.” Francis (2000) writes “gender refers to the social construction of differences in behaviour
according to the sexes.” In Western culture the males are the aggressors, the ones who
demonstrate strength and enjoy competition. By fighting and participating in forbidden activities,
jthe rural males are enacting their version o f masculinity as they view it in a Western rural setting.
Boys are more competitive, like to show off and seek attention (Francis, 2000, p. 107). The
participants claim that to be an accepted male in Pine County one must be confident, laid back
and either be or accept troublemakers.
The Party: BYOB/Drugs
Partying tends to be the common element in the lifestyle and behaviour of the boys at
Pine County Secondary School. Partying is not just confined to rural boys; it is not a distinct
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characteristic o f masculinity that sets them apart from urban boys. Partying is what defines the
hegemonic form o f masculinity. As mentioned by Mike earlier the guys in Pine County “like to
party and have a good time...” Bryan agrees and tells me that on the weekends there is “a lot o f
partying” and that sometimes fights also happen at the parties “depending on how wild the party
gets, how many people are there.” The participants explain that drugs and alcohol are available at
the parties: “Pretty much every party I've been, drugs had the most influence over alcohol”
(Bryan). Tim states that “...around here they [drug users] fit in because they expect you to do
drugs around here. Like weed and stuff.” Ken way et al (2006) acknowledges the pressure to
drink is significant in a rural area because everyone else does it; therefore it is deemed acceptable
S

’

(185), which is consistent with the hegemonic form o f masculinity in both the rural and urban
context..: i
It seems in Pine County the pressure to use drugs has perhaps overtaken the pressure to
consume alcohol. Essentially, the male party goers in particular smoke marijuana and drink
alcohol in order to “fit in with,the group o f guys”, explains Tim. The participants tell me that
there are “harder” drugs available, such as cocaine, but most people tend to just do “weed”.
According to Landon, the people who tend to be more involved in drug-use are

1

...the people who just come to class; they don't really care. They are just here; they have
to be here. They don't really go out for any sports teams or anything. They all go out on
the weekend though and have parties all weekend and they come to school and don't care
about any of that.

Bryan corroborates this idea: “Well, around here a lot o f stuff has to do with drugs when you're a
guy in high school. Like, there's a lot of drugs.” I questioned Landon as to whether the athletes or
academic types ever meet at weekend parties or would they attend separate parties. He informed
me that they often end up at the same parties,

T,
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but the people that don't care and stuff are all drugs and drinking and the people that care
about their athletics and stuff seem to keep it down. They're more calm at the parties and
they know their limits and be safe and stuff like that.
Tim elaborates on Landon's point and says the boys who party more and don't know their limits
“fit in until they start being really weird and not coming to school and stuff like that.” :
Apparently it is quite easy in this rural community to access painkillers, and ecstasy, as well as
marijuana. Bryan isn't sure why using drugs relates to masculinity, but ponders, “I think it's just
sometimes people portray the people that do drugs as the tough people, the cool people and just
don't care or anything like that.” Basically, if you are a guy at Pine County Secondary School,
you are not considered tough or cool if you are “not doing drugs” (Bryan).
Masculinity in rural Pine County seems to revolve around partying, drug use and alcohol
consumption. “Thus a particular cool masculinity involves rejecting school work and high
achievement” (Martino, 1999, p. 250). What is interesting about my research is that all the
participants recognize the importance o f schooling and education, yet cannot articulate how
partying, drugs, and alcohol might hinder their success. A couple o f the participants are able to
recognize why students have problems when using drugs and alcohol, but others such as Landon
believe they are in control when partying with friends. But six out o f five of the boys interviewed
discussed the significance of partying relating to their masculinity. Partying is a hegemonic form
| o f masculinity for rural boys.
Appearances:
t

Martino (1999) suggests that boys label one another in a derogatory way as a way to

mark out those students who deviate from displaying an acceptable heterosexual masculinity (p.
244). The label the grade 10 participants used in a derogatory manner was “greaser”. I was
unaware o f the specific term “greaser” before interviewing the students. The label seems to be
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focused on students who do not meet the aesthetic standards some of the students have. This
group tends to spend their time in the 'smoking pit', in the credit recovery program, or in an
alternative education setting. There is a sense that the “greasers” are considered unsophisticated
compared to the sophisticated rural boys. The issue of appearance reflects the various class
distinctions at the rural secondary school. The boys referred to as “greasers” tend to be from a
lower socio-economic status than the boys I interviewed. They also tend to come from families
with unstable family backgrounds.
Tim elaborates, “We call them greasers because they are known not to shower that much
and they just wake up and come to school in stead o f showering. They smell a little.” “Those
/

boys who do not fit the dominant heterosexual model are harassed” (Martino, 1999, p. 245). Tim
openly admits, “I've been known to be mean to the greaser people because I find them to be a
little weird myself.” Brock also agrees that people who are dirty or greasy do not fit in and that if
a boy wants to fit in cleanliness is important. He tends to focus on the hair effecting one's ability
to fit in, “I don't know certain hairstyles, if it's clean or looks greasy” and if it is greasy then the
boy will not be accepted. Brock has also made comments regarding deodorant to one boy who is
in one o f his classes following a physical education class, “I've asked him if he'd put on
something or something like that. I wasn't trying to be mean to him.” According to Mike, boys
Jwho do not fit his definition o f masculinity which includes his love o f the outdoors, “tend to be a
i

bit weird” because “they always wear, or tend to wear, they don't really shower, have greasy hair.
That's just my point o f view. All the.kids I know who play video games all the times are dirty
and kinda greasy.” According to Connell (2005), “True masculinity is almost always thought to
proceed from men's bodies - to be inherent in a male body or to express something about a male
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body” (p.45). Masculine identities are negotiated and shaped through the boys' interactions based
on appearances each day in the school environment.
There is more to an acceptable appearance than just being clean. Being clean means
having showered so that one's hair and body is not “greasy” in appearance; it also means being
well-groomed and fashionable. The participants also articulate that clothing is an important part
of.constructing masculinity in this rural community. Appearance and clothing are just one way
the boys “monitor and police their sexuality” (Martino, 1999, p. 241) in order to enact the
desirable mode o f masculinity. Mike stated, “A lot o f guys these days wear name brand clothing
and people that don't fit in are the people who don't wear the name brand clothing.” .
s

'Cool' commodities involve envisaging an 'authentic' (yet paradoxically commodifiable)
state o f cool. They are often items that well-off mainstream young men have access to; items
that are put forward as markers o f their wearer's supposed individuality and
autonomy.
However, they are more appropriately read as markers of ascription to brand
label
aesthetics and their links to pack culture. (Kenway et al, 2006, p. 164)
Commodification and consumer culture is significant in the rural school. The boys at Pine
County Secondary School have constructed a hegemonic form of “coolness” based on on brand
name clothing. “Knowledges that reflect or express the commodification of cool, capitalize on
the existing advantages of the boys who can afford cool commodities” (Kenway et al, 2006, p.
164). It is likely the boys labeled as “greasers” cannot afford the brand name clothing their peers
have deemed to be the acceptable mode to enact masculinity. The boys not only judge their peers
based on name brands, but also judge one another on the style of clothing worn at school. If boys
do not fit the accepted style they may be judged and harassed. Bryan explains that a variation in
dress is one reason why boys would be considered different amongst their peers “because there's
a lot o f that - judging people on the tightness of their pants or something like that.” Bryan further
explained that the boys wearing tight pants would be picked on “because they probably think
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they're gay or something like that because tight pants are more oriented to girls instead of guys.”
Brock also described unacceptable clothing for boys, “sleeveless shirt, too long shorts,
too high o f shorts. Maybe, ah, too tight of clothing or pants that droop down too far.” Landon
shared an experience where he was picked on for not adhering to “typical” male behaviour, but
assures me that it was not the point where it was “bugging” him: “Well obviously it was bugging
me, but not to the point where I had to go to someone or anything. Like if I wear a pink shirt one
day or something they'll say, 'oh, you're a sissy'.” Landon clarified that he was picked on because
the pink shirt represents “female.”

-

What is important to emphasize here is that gender and sexuality are operationalised
through a set o f discursive practices involving the process o f learning to be a heterosexual
male which is based on an avoidance o f the 'feminine' and homosexuality. Those boys
who do not measure up to what is considered to be appropriate manly behaviour are
positioned as the 'other' and are situated outside the normative frames o f reference for
attributing desirable masculinity by certain boys...(Martino, 1999, p. 245)

Trevor indicated he was harassed in elementary school, not for appearances, but for his “really
high voice.” He was bullied because his voice sounded more feminine than the other boys in his
class. These boys are positioning their masculinity in opposition to what they perceive as
feminine. As Connell (2005) notes, “The body, I would conclude, is inescapable in the
construction o f masculinity; but what is inescapable is not fixed” (p. 56).
Sexuality:
Kenway et al. (2006) notes that there is an array o f research on the sexualization and
genderization o f city spaces by youth; “however, there is relatively little looking at the ways in
which the young outside the city construct it as a gendered and sexual space...” (p. 101). The six
participants did not extensively discuss the issues surrounding sexuality in their secondary school
or within their peer groups. This lack o f disclosure may have to do with their age and level of
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comfort with their own emerging sexual identities. However, when questioned, some of the boys
did provide some insight in to their thoughts on the topic.
JH: Why do you think guys in Pine County have a tough time accepting different
sexuality or ways o f dress?

'

Bryan: I guess maybe because Pine County is more o f a farm thing; there's a lot of farms
and everything so it's kinda like farms are more old school or something like that.
JH: So it's kinda like old school with new...
Bryan: I'm not sure how to describe it really. They're more old school and traditional and
they frown upon anything like that. I'm not sure...
Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli (2005) state: “As the research has shown, the requirement to
display one's self as appropriately heterosexual often informs the ways in which many boys learn
to police their masculinities” (p. 80). This homophobia was also demonstrated by some of the
interview participants. When Mike was asked if he would be bothered if any o f his friends were
interested in other guys he replied, “Yeah, kinda, yeah...I think it's kinda gross and it doesn't
seem right to me. So, yeah, it'd probably bother me a fair bit.” Mike says he would still hang out
with that friend, but just not as much. Brock believes his friends also would not hang out with a
gay person, but states, “I know I wouldn't really care.” Brock seems to be more open-minded
about sexuality than some o f his peers. Tim agrees with Brock and said he would still hang out
with a friend that was gay “as long as they didn't start to like me.” He has been in the situation
with a friend with a different sexual orientation than his own.

,

I actually have a friend who's kinda like that. I've hanged out with him a couple of
times...He's bisexual. I've hanged out with him before. Like, he's an old friend and I
hanged out with him a year ago and I found out; he told me. As long as you like me, we
can be friends, but anything more, I'm out.

Tim seems to be more open-minded compared to his peers, but still conforms to the hegemonic
form o f masculinity by ensuring his heterosexuality is intact and not questioned or challenged.
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Sport and Recreation
Each of the participants has a life outside of school which tends to either involve video :

games, outdoor activities, or sports. These areas o f the boys' lives further explore how they view
masciilinity and provide insight into their personal experiences. Gilbert and Gilbert (1998)
acknowledge:

■

Boys spend considerable time 'practising' masculinity through their participation in sport
and boys' leisure cultures, and a particular feature o f both sport and boys' leisure cultural
activities is their highly structured, rule based ordering, (p. 56)
Video Games:

.

■

The electronic game culture aligns with hegemonic masculinity because it involves
/•

power, aggression, winning, strength, misogyny, and violence (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998, p. 72).
The boys in Pine County have mixed'feelings about video games! The biggest “gamer” of the six
interviewees was Tim, which is no surprise as he aspires to be a video game designer. He has
also been the victim o f bullying because of his interest in video games. He explained:
I play a lot o f video games and I always get made fun o f that...Because I am always
playing video games, sitting in my room. I am kinda a mix of the athletic people and the
loner people because I do do athletics and have friend to hang out with, but I also enjoy
my time sitting at home by myself playing video games and stuff like that. And people
make fun o f me saying, ’oh, you sit at home playing video games'. But I just like doing
what I enjoy and I enjoy playing video games.

Gilbert and Gilbert explain, “Game playing is often a solitary passive and even (in some games)
intellectual problem-solving exercise: all features not normally regarded as masculine” (p. 79),
which may explain why Tim is the victim of bullying because o f his game-playing ways. Boys
cannot exclusively focus on practices, such as gaming, without showing interest in other “boy
related” activities. Tim takes the ridicule in stride, “It's my life. I don't care. I like doing what I
like to do.” Brock is the other student interviewed who admits to playing games, “I probably
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waste a lot of time on the computer when I get home.” Brock also has a mixed peer group, “I
have a lot of friends who like [video] games and I have a bunch o f friends who like to go out and
play sports and then I have friends who don't really do much. They don't do what everyone else
does.” It seems as though Brock is negotiating his masculinity within three different peer groups
and he stated that most o f his friends intermingle well. Mike was the only interviewee to speak
negatively about boys who played video games. “Guys that like to play video games. I don't see
how you can sit around playing video games your whole life when they could be outside doing
something.” Being a 'gamer' is not a characteristic he admires in other boys; it does not fit his
personal construction o f masculinity.
O utdoor Activities and Sport:
Mike clearly-bases his definition of masculinity on the ability to be participating in
outdoor activities.

--

-

...............

Young men are connected to the temporal trajectories o f the places they inhabit. Thus
men are part o f specific spatio-temporal assemblages. Boys' being in place is also linked
to their senses and the established and shifting senses that material places evoke.
(Kenway et al., 2006, 93)
x
Mike clearly enjoys being in his “place” outdoors in Pine County. He likes to go dirtbiking, fourwheeeling, and snowmobiling. He informed me that a lot of “kids that live in the country” have
these types o f toys. He cannot understand why people would not take advantage o f alLthe
outdoor opportunities and would prefer to stay indoors to play video games. Brock also enjoys
the outdoors because he likes to “play outside with my friends.” “Many o f the leisure/pleasure
configurations practised by young men in out of the way places are deeply embodied in local
scapes - the sea, the bush, the farm, the town streets, country roads and the school oval for
instance” (Kenway et al., 2006, p. 174).

;
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> Kenway et al. (2006) writes, “Outside the cities much leisure time is structured around

sport” (p. 81). Five out six o f the grade 10 participants identified sports as being a crucial part of
their masculinity and the element that has brought them closer to their peer group. According to
Kenway (2006), “playing team sports provides social contact with peers and, in general, eases
the way socially” (p. 182). Trevor plays baseball, hockey, volleyball, badminton, and basketball,
yet he'is a self-admitted “smart, nerdy kid that also plays sports. I am kind of out of the
stereotype for a lot o f things.” Trevor realized he has negotiated his masculinity by striking a
balance by being both intellectual and sporty;

. \

JH :Ify o u didn't play sports and you were just the smart kid, do you think you'd be able
to have the same peer group? Would they accept you if you were just the smart guy and
not the sporty guy?
'
Trevor: No. I don't think so. Sports have brought me closer to a lot o f my friends and
we've gotten to know each other quite a bit more. So I probably wouldn't know them
near as well and probably wouldn't interact quite as much.
Tim was also involved in sports because he felt it also helped him to fit in with his peer group.
He admitted to playing video games, but also plays soccer and golf: “I think it helps you fit in
more because I can fit in with people who are athletic like myself and I can fit in with loners, and
people like that because I like to be alone.” When questioned further, Tim elaborated on the
importance of sport:
JH: Is it important to be involved in athletics in this area in order to fit in?
Tini: Yeah, I think it's important to be involved in athletics because you get to know
people which also helps you play...if you have friends and everything like that.
JH: So those guys who aren't into athletics, are those like the greasers, the drug dealers
you're talking about - Do they do anything else on the side? If they don't fit in with
athletics, where do they fit in?
Tim: Just hangin' around town. Walkin' the streets of Mapleton.
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Tim's commentary shows that those who do not participate in sport are essentially wasting their
time doing nothing, therefore not meeting the prescribed standard o f masculinity. Connell (2005)
notes that team sports have become a test of masculinity (p. 30). Those who are not involved fail
the test.
Landon discussed those boys who are not involved with schooling or sports. He believes
those boys are simply uncaring:
They are just here [at school]; they have to be here. They don't really go out for any
sports teams or anything. They all go out on the weekend though and have parties all
weekend and they come to school and don't care about any o f that.
If students are not involved with school or athletics they must not care about anything else
important, according to Landon. Landon works out at the gym, lifting weights and is part of
several teams, both at school and during his personal time. Bryan also discussed those who did
not participate in sports and said they are viewed “more as the type of person who doesn't play
sports or is a writing person I guess - likes to be in the classroom I guess.” Bryan also suggested
athletics, which is viewed as masculine behaviour in opposition to academics, which is perceived
to be more feminine. If a boy is not involved in sport, then he must be more comfortable with
writing and being in the classroom. Mike even suggests that schools offer more sports teams to
engage boys with schooling. Although his suggestion has a bit of a twist: “Maybe have more
sports teams that guys can join because some o f the sports at schools guys don't really like or
have a hard time making so maybe have two teams - one with not very good kids and one with
better kids.” Mike has an interesting idea, one to further engage students and one that would
further promote the hegemonic form o f masculinity by assuming all male students would want to
participate on school sports teams. ,
JH: Do real boys play sports?

^ ,
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Mike: Real boys? Ummmm...I don't know. Yeah. Pretty much all my friends play sports
or have played sports.
•
Games and sports teach boys how to do masculinity within the dominant and hegemonic
discourse within a structured environment (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998, p. 79-80). Gilbert and
Gilbert (1998) point out that young men need to know they don't have to follow the hegemonic
patterns o f society (p. 81).
School Experiences
The participants acknowledged the primary reason for attending school is for the social
aspect it involves. In the rural community school plays a central role in the social lives of
students. The distance between communities means it is not always easy for students to get
together with friends outside o f school. The students I interviewed are too young to have their
full driver's licenses, so they are unable to get to their friend's houses or towns without the help
o f their parents or another adult. The boys are not yet independent enough to go where they
want, when they want without planning ahead. Pine County Secondary School is the social
centre for students to see their friends, develop relationships, make future plans, and enact
gender. Along with their social lives, the six students also seem to recognize the importance of
schooling in relation to their long term plans and goals. They are aware that if they hope to
obtain secure employment, then a solid education is required. The boys know that obtaining post
secondary education and gaining lucrative employment requires them to leave the rural setting.
In the Classroom:
Frank and Davison (2007) refer to “schooling as a dynamic social process.” School is
where students learn what it means to be male and female.:
School studies show patterns o f hegemony vividly. In certain schools the masculinity is
exalted through competitive sport is hegemonic; this means that sporting prowess is a test
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o f masculinity even for boys who detest the locker room. Those who,reject the
hegemonic pattern have to fight or negotiate their way out. (Connell, 2005, p.37)
M ost o f the participants intellectually understand the significance of schooling and have
aspirations to go on and further their education at the post-secondary level; however very few of
the students were readily able to identify gender issues in their classes until they were asked
more detailed questions. When asked “Does the gender o f the teacher affect your academic
achievement or class participation?” four out o f six participants replied, “no”. Landon and Tim,
on the other hand, articulated that male teachers had a greater impact on their achievement and
participation. Landon explains,
Landon: Yeah, I think it does kind of. Usually boy teachers like me better because
they're, they can stand me more I guess. I guess I've only had Ms. H, Mrs. D and Ms. N
this year for girl teachers and I got on their nerves the most I would think. So, I don't
know why?
JH: What is there to “stand”? What do you do then?
Landon: I don't know. The things I say are inappropriate.
JH: You think males are more tolerant o f your comments?
Landon: Yeah, just because, I guess they've probably been there before too. Maybe not
the same personality, but obviously a girl hasn't been a boy before.

Landon felt that male teachers can relate to him better just because o f their gender. He assumed
the male teacher falls into his ideas about hegemonic masculinity; the male teacher was once like
him. Tim informed me that he listens more in class “if it's a guy teacher.” He relates his beliefs to
the idea that men command more power and attention:
Tim: 'Cuz like, when I think about school, I think about the army and in the army there's
always drill sergeants, you know, like guys demanding stuff. I just think about stuff like
that. Just guys seem more powerful to me and forceful.
JH: So that makes a difference? Do you do more work in those classes?
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; Tim: I don't do more work; I just listen more. I do the same work in every class. I just
listen more.
JH: Where do you think that comes from - that notion o f military men, power?
Tim: Movies, because I watch a lot of movies.
Tim believes that men simply hold more power than women in the classroom, simply because of
their biological make-up and the hegemonic belief that men are aggressive and command more
attention.
High school masculinity is a process (Frank & Davison, 2007, p. 108). The six students
agree that boys and girls behave differently during class and teachers treat males and females
differently. The participants made it clear that “guys are the troublemakers in the class. “Guys
like to horse around more than girls” (Tim). Brock explains why teachers treat the girls
differently: “I think it depends on if the girl's nice and does their work. And most guys are rowdy
and roughhouse a lot and don't always do their work.” Bryan believes that teachers trust the
female students more than the males because the females tend to be more mature. According to
Bryan “...people think males are rough people and kind of reckless and things like that and
females are stereotyped as polite and proper and all that kinda stuff.” Bryan also admits boys
“goof o f f ’ a lot more in class by talking and making smart comments. Gilbert and Gilbert (1997)
clarify that “Classroom misbehaviour is for many boys another opportunity for risk taking and
experiencing transgression” (p.174). Mike states that the inappropriate behaviour is to impress
friends and some girls. The way the boys impress other is, “they try to show off for other people
in class, and getting Tippy with the teacher and not wanting to do their work and stu ff” This '
construction of silliness and selfishness which is taken up by some o f the boys often endowed
them with power in the classroom (Francis, 2000, p.61). The participants agree with Francis
(2000) that “boys were often assertive and inconsiderate o f others in the classroom...” (p. 59).
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Trevor admits both boys and girls are easily distracted during class time, however, he said girls
are more discrete when it comes to misbehaviour and “text more in class.” This confirms what
Francis (2000) stated: “Girls methods o f resistance were generally quieter than those of boys” (p.
64).

.

;

; Most of the boys believed that there was equality between the sexes when it comes to
academic success. The participants struggled to identify subjects where boys outperformed girls
and vice versa because most thought they were “even academically” (Trevor). Landon and
Brock both believe girls do better in math and boys tend to excel at the technology courses such
as woodworking and construction. Both boys believe boys need a hands-on learning
environment. The only other subject in which boys outperformed girls, according to four of the
boys was physical education. Brock is the only student who mentioned that girls do better in
English, a stereotypical “feminine” subject, whereas others thought girls excelled in science and
business, two traditionally “masculine” subject areas.
What Boys want Teachers to Know:
v

Several o f the grade 10 students had messages for teachers regarding boys and schooling.
Landon had the most to say:

‘

They're [boys] are not as stubborn as you think. I think especially the male teachers,
they'll just talk, some o f them don't...they just tell them straight up, “stop or your going to
the office, blah, blah, blah. I think if you talk to boys just like...I think you just need to
talk to them more, not respectfully, but nicely, ask them what's going on and kinda like a
guidance counselor would or a peer counselor or whatever. Talk to them more caring
kind of, then they'll actually listen, unlike a girl, they're not as stubborn as a boy - well
they can be but - they don't seem as the type o f person to say, “No. I'm not going to the
office”, so they're more, they're just less stubborn and a boy could be too if you just talk
to them with the same amount of respect. They give the same amount of respect, but
when they're in trouble, not that the teacher is more strict, but they talk to them
differently, I think. Not as much care.
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Landon is open to change in his school. He would be considered a contemporary pupil who is far
more aware and supportive of issues o f equal opportunity (Francis, 2000, p. 68). Landon is
saying, boys want to be treated with respect and would like their voices heard. It seems he would
like male and female teachers to be more caring and would like teachers to treat both sexes
equitably. Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) agree that teachers treat boys and girls according to gender
assumptions (p. 117). Landon would like to see this behaviour challenged and disrupted.
Brock, however, would like to see more stereotypical activities in the school for boys. He
believes 'hands on' activities are what keep boys engaged in school: “I know guys are on their
phones, iPods, they wanna, I see them pay more attention when it's active, hands on work.” But
when questioned on whether the iPods and phones could be used as effective learning tools,
Brock did not think so as most used the technologies to listen to music or chat with friends. He
then changed his mind and stated that more physical activities are needed to keep boys engaged
in school: “I'd say for gym go outside and stuff, inside for sports and stuff like that. Guys seem to
be more into that than sitting down in a classroom writing stuff.” Brock's ideas reinforce the
hegemonic notion o f masculinity as physical and active. He ignores the boys who are

: .

uninterested in physical activity and prefer to “write stuff.” Mike agrees with Brock in that he
does not like to write exams, but would rather do a final project which allows more freedom and
hands on work. The statements the boys made show that it is:necessary to have a broad range of
expectations and activities for the students, not just ones based on stereotypes. School needs to
be environment in which the boys can explore various forms of masculinity and be exposed to
different ways of being male. They also need a safe place to question or deconstruct what it
means to be male and why the dominant form o f masculinity is acceptable.
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Effects of Globalization
Kenway et al. (2006) argues that there is a current global hegemonic form of masculinity
(p. 28). Globalization has made its way to rural Pine County. “Global media forms, such as film,
television and the Internet, are instrumental in the global circulation o f culture, information,
images, and imaginaries...” (Kenway et al., 2006, p. 16). The rural males have been influenced
by movies, name brand clothing, cell phones, video games, computers, Internet and music. Each
o f these affect the boys in a rural community and alter the way in which they see the world.
Kenway et al. (2006) asserts that “even though most people remain rooted in a local or national
culture or a local place, it is becoming increasingly impossible for them to live in that place
disconnected culturally from the world in which it is situated” (p. 20). The six boys I interviewed
are increasingly bombarded with images and messages about what it means to be male and to
enact the dominant form of masculinity, f
Tim discussed the movie industry and how it depicts military men with power. He cited
the Brad Pitt movie Inglorious Basterds, which shows men as the violent aggressor, the
dominant construction of masculinity which he respected. He stated that he has not yet seen an
army movie with a female sergeant or soldier. He is being influenced by Hollywood and by their
construction o f masculinity. Tim also spends a lot o f time playing video games, which is another
¡effect o f globalization. It is just one way in which “hegemonic masculinity is being re-invented
and redeployed across First and Third World globalizing contexts” (Kenway et al, 2006., p. 28).
The video games often depict images of violence and the idea of a male predator. The use of
global technology is currently in the classroom. Cell phones, texting and iPods are issues
teachers and school boards are trying to address. According to interview participants, Trevor and
Brock, the technology is being used for personal enjoyment and not for scholastic purposes.
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“...technology, seen by the dominant ideology as the motors of progress, are culturally defined as
a masculine realm” (Connell, 2005, p. 164).
Globalization has also brought name brand clothing to the rural areas. Names such as
'American Eagle' are worn by the “preppy kids” (Brock). In order to fit the hegemonic form of
masculinity, boys are being told they need to dress a certain way:
Mike: A lot o f guys these days wear name brand clothing and the people that don't fit in,
are the people who don't wear name brand clothing.
JH: What are they wearing?
Mike: Just...I don't know...cheaper stuff.
Gilbert and Gilbert explore this further:

;

...the intrusion into the home o f the electronic media, and the blurring of boundaries
between home and public society through the commercial marketing of boys' culture. .The
masculinity on offer through popular film, television shows, game machines, children's
; books, gaming magazines, toys, clothing and music now has physical manifestations in
the home as T-shirts, mugs, stickers, pencils, schoolbags, curtains, placemats and caps
offer constant repetition and reinforcement o f masculine narratives, (p. 83-84)

Bryan's interest in music also reinforces the global hegemonic ideal o f masculinity. In his spare
time he concentrates on anything to do with music whether it is listening to it, playing an
instrument or downloading new songs.
j

Bryan wants to work in the music industry as a recording engineer. He is not unlike the

I boys in that he hopes to leave Pine County to pursue post-secondary education and a career.
There are not a lot o f employment opportunities in Pine County for those who want to be
recording engineers, firefighters, video game designers, or actors/dancers. “Certainly workplaces
beyond the metropolis no longer provide the clear support for young males' working identities
they once did” (Kenway et al., 2006, p. 89). These boys will have to leave their rural roots in
order to obtain work. Kenway et al. (2006) note, that boys beyond the metropolis are not in the
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position to, nor do many want to reproduce their father's working cultures (p. 89). Boys need
seek opportunities in the global marketplace beyond rural Pine County.
Conclusion
In this chapter I have provided an analysis of the data collected through case studies
using semi-structured interviews with six male grade ten students who attended Pine County
Secondary School in South Western Ontario. I began the chapter by situating my analysis in light
o f the theoretical framework I used to interpret the rural construction of masculinity and its affect
on the boys’ engagement with schooling. I provided an overview o f each of the participants and
an analysis o f the data which highlights how rural masculinity is constructed. The student
narratives shed light on the hegemonic forms o f masculinity which exist within this rural
community, including attitude, partying, appearances, and sexuality. The student's also provide
insight into their lives outside of school, including their sport and recreational activities. By
talking about their gendered experiences at school, the six participants provide an overview o f
what is like to be a boy attending Pine County Secondary School. Lastly, it is important to place
these rural boys in the global context which greatly influences their lives. The data focuses on
ho w a group of male students are making sense o f their lives and experiences as gendered
individuals, what type o f masculinity is valued and what characteristics are frowned upon
informs their understanding o f their masculinities. By analyzing and generating several specific
themes, I was able to synthesize my data and ground it in several sources of educational
literature in the field.

;
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C hapter 5
Conclusions and Implications for Further Study
This thesis has examined the lives o f six grade 10 students at a secondary school located
in rural South Western Ontario. The purpose o f writing this thesis was to listen to the students,
document their experiences, and to produce knowledge and awareness about their lived
experiences. More specifically, I examined how boys construct their masculinity in a rural area
and how it impacted their engagement with schooling. The voices o f the participants are
critically important in depicting the experiences o f rural boys in school today. The intent o f this
research was to gain access to the thoughts and experiences o f rural male students, which is
extremely beneficial considering that the voice o f Canadian rural students is missing from
current research material. The boys' narratives shed light on how the six students are making
sense o f their gendered lives in a rural context, expose what masculinities are valued and how
these values inform their understanding o f masculinities, particularly in the secondary school
setting. .

.' .

;

This research positions school as a pivotal site where masculinity is policed through
regulation and surveillance. It is at the school where boys enact their masculinities by
maintaining associations and friendships based on partying, appearances, sexuality, interests, and
¡involvement in sports. The focus o f this study was to examine how rural males construct their
masculinities and how this rural construction affects their engagement with schooling at the
secondary level. Throughout this thesis, I have emphasized the need to understand the
experiences o f each m alestudent I interviewed in order to gain some insight into the broader
experiences o f rural males as a whole. I sought qualitative case-studies research in order to
understand this specific population's experiences living in a rural community and attending a
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rural secondary-school. The six participants were given an opportunity to share their experiences
anonymously. They were encouraged to be honest and forthcoming with their comments
throughout the interview.
In the literature review and throughout my thesis I acknowledged the work o f Connell
(1995,2005), Kenway et al. (2006), Martino (1999), Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli (2003,
2005), Gilbert and Gilbert (1998), Epstein (1998), Francis (2000), Francis and Skelton (2005)
Frank and Davison (2007), and Keddie and Mills (2007). This represents some o f the most
significant research that I utilized as part o f the reading that informed this study. Each o f these
studies contributed to my understanding o f gender issues, the construction o f masculinity, life for
boys in a rural community. Kenway et al. (2006) provided valuable insight by focusing on the
experiences o f the rural male as opposed to their urban counterparts. Their research in rural
Australian communities conducted in 2004-2005 is important to consider as it is one of the few
studies which focuses on the rural male experience. Kenway et al.'s research was on a grander
scale and involved research in several rural communities. My study was a case study research
and involved six male grade 10 students, which is similar to the studies of Martino (1999) and
Keddie and Mills (2007). Each o f these studies provided insight in to the experiences o f teenage
boys, with an emphasis on school experiences, recreational activities and peer group interactions.
Their research provided insight into the diverse masculinities and how the hegemonic form of
masculinity is constructed during various events and activities during the boys' lives. Their
research focuses on boys in Australia so it was important to gleam insight into the construction
o f masculinity rural Ontario boys experience. My research on the construction of masculinity and
the boys' engagement with schooling allowed me to provide information about the experiences of
students at one rural school into the current discourse about masculinity and the “what about the
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boys?” debate. Previous studies were conducted in Australia, Great Britain and in the United
States and focus on the experiences of urban boys, whereas this thesis explored the lives of rural
secondary school boys in South Western Ontario.
My research explored how boys negotiate a particular version of masculinity. I examined
what qualities were valued and how these inform our understanding o f masculinities. This
investigation raised important questions about what it meant to be a “guy” in Pine County, given
that society promotes a stereotypical form o f masculinity which dictates what a boy should look
like, act like etc. The dominate form of masculinity is perpetuated in the rural setting and within
the secondary school. The research explored the definitions of masculinity ,which exists at the
school and within the community. The narratives o f the six grade 10 students who participated in
this study afforded me with insights into gender relations, gender identity, and specifically, the
nature of hegemonic masculinity within the school. Each male participant confirmed and
provided further insights into classroom dynamics, teacher interactions, leisure and sport
activities, partying, and appearances as they connect to the construction o f masculinity and its
influence on their engagement with schooling. The research conducted adds to the knowledge
about the critical role the secondary school plays in a rural area as a site where boys' genders are
reinforced by teachers and peers, as well as a site where gender is policed by other boys.
IAlthough it is not possible to generalize across all rural communities, my research examined the
lives of six rural boys and their narratives resonate with experiences documented in current
research literature regarding the hegemonic construction of masculinity. My research highlighted
the need and value o f pursuing further research into the construction o f masculinity for rural
boys and its affect on schooling.
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To be more specific, more research is needed to examine the drug use by teenaged males
in rural communities. The use of illicit drugs was prominent in the narratives o f five o f the
participants and very little research deals with rural boys, drug use, and its impact on schooling
or academic achievement. It was interesting that five o f the boys identified the issue of drugs and
explained that they are used recreationally. The participants did not see and correlation between
lack o f engagement with schooling or underachievement at school and drug use. Some boys were
aware of heavy drug use, to the point where it affected attendance at school and their academic
performance. This requires some further extensive research to ascertain the extent to which drug
culture is actually a problem for rural students and the extent to which it is affected or
/*

exacerbated by their rural context. This can be done through further research with rural males, <
and possibly females, to establish the extent o f the drug use. Academic records would also need
to be examined to establish a link between drug use and achievement, or lack thereof. A greater
understanding o f illegal drug use is needed to see if drugs are impacting boys' engagement with
schooling.

■

Throughout this thesis, I drew upon a feminist, post-structuralist framework from
researchers such as Connell (1995, 2000), Weedon (1987), Lather (1997), and Francis (2001) in
order to comprehend the issues that the six participants of this study faced being male in a rural
community. These three theorists informed my approach to data analysis as they provide a lens
through which to view the issues surrounding the construction of masculinity. The data analysis
in chapter four considered how the six grade 10 male students constructed and negotiated their
masculinity in the rural community and more specifically, how masculinity is enacted at school
and its impact on schooling. As Francis (2001) notes, “'Gender' (masculinity and femininity)
refers to the social construction o f differences in behaviour according to sex” (p. 15).
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Masculinity consists o f learned behaviour. The construction of masculinity is enacted and
policed in the in the social environment of school. :
The analysis supports research undertaken by Kenway et al. (2006) and highlights that
masculinity can be constructed in a rural community and it is indeed influenced by global
factors. The narratives o f Landon, Trevor, Brock, Bryan, Tim and Mike reflect a hegemonic
form o f mascùlinity in this local context. As already established by other researchers and
confirmed by my research, school plays a significant role in constructing masculinity. Each o f
the participants adhered to specific heteronormative masculinity traits and acknowledged the role
o f policing heterosexuality in the classroom, hallways and during extra-curricular activities.
Feminist theories helped me to understand why this behaviour exists arid how it is perpetuated by
the education system. Reading and interpreting the experiences o f the six participants using
feminist theories is crucial to the research findings because it allowed me to gain insight into
how masculinity is constructed in a rural setting and how it is maintained by the males within a
heteronormative environment. It also allowed me to explore the impact the construction of
masculinity had on the boys' engagement with schooling.
The research did provide some insight into how six grade 10 male students constructed,
produced and performed their masculinity within their school setting and outside of the school
¡through participation in sports, partying with drugs and alcohol, fighting, appearances, and video
games. All the students recognized the implications of having a solid education. However, there
was a general disinterest in academic achievement by the majority o f the boys interviewed,
excluding the academic level student. These characteristics produced the dominant form of
masculinity in Pine County. It is important to enact the hegemonic form o f masculinity in order
to avoid bullying or harassment by peers. The research also highlighted a degree o f acceptance of
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a drug culture by five o f the six o f the participants. This indicates the benefits of further research
to ascertain the extent to which such a drug culture is pervasive and related to the experience of
living in a rural community.
Implications for Further Study
This thesis contributes to an existing body o f research about masculinities and how it is
constructed. Specifically, this thesis focuses on the construction of masculinity in a rural
community and secondary school. It further develops understanding about the life of rural boys
and explores how masculinity is enacted within one rural school. This study gives voice to the
experiences o f boys in a specific geographic location. The voices of the students could serve as
the foundation to further investigation into the construction o f rural masculinity, as well,
providing a basis for thinking about the need for programs in schools that might better address
the impact o f impact hegemonic masculinity on the lives or rural boys and academic experiences
o f rural boys. Finally, the research conducted provided some insight into how the rural
construction o f masculinity affects boys' engagement with schooling. The boys' views on
\
masculinity had an extraordinary effect on their behaviour in the classroom; thus their
engagement with schooling is impacted as a result. The implications o f this research for this
school and community are relevant as they may provide a basis for change or improvement. As
i

^

y ell, this thesis has implications for further research, policy and practice in other secondary
i

schools in terms o f the growing concern over boys’ engagement, or lack of, with schooling and
addressing behavioural issues. There are five other secondary schools within the Pine County
District School board that could benefit from this research. By listening to the boys' voices, a
stimulus for further reflection and professional development regarding the impact o f masculinity
in rural school communities can be fostered.
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Five of the six students I interviewed articulated the broad use o f alcohol and drugs when
partying and being used for recreational purposes. Clearly this is an area which warrants further
investigation. Policies and programs need to be further developed at the provincial Ministry level
and the board level to address drug and alcohol use and addiction. The elementary schools within
the Pine County District School Board address drug use and addiction in grades 6,7,8 physical
education classes as it is a health component o f the provincial curriculum. At the secondary
level, students in grade 9 physical education are taught about drugs and addiction as per the
provincial curriculum documents. However, health and physical education is only compulsory in
grade 9, so students are not being educated about the dangers o f drugs and addiction for the
remaining three to four years o f secondary school. Schools need to treat drugs and addiction
seriously and handle it as aggressively as other issues such as bullying. It is imperative that staff
members are aware o f the ongoing drug use by students and they must work together to improve
the situation for all students, not just the boys.
The hegemonic form o f masculinity in this rural community isolates the male students
who do not fit the narrow definition o f what it means to be a “normal boy” in Pine County.
Educators must be aware that not all boys are the same, nor do they maintain the same status
within the school or peer group. Boys cannot be lumped together and categorized as having the
same behaviour, all thinking the same, or acting the same way, nor do boys a leam in the same
manner. Boys have varied interests and should not be categorized in the same way simply based
on their biological sex (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998). Boys leam acceptable behaviour within the
classroom. Teachers and administrators must address that boys are constructing their masculinity
within the walls of the school and that there is an urgent need for teachers to break away from
current stereotypes and to encourage boys to question and deconstruct their own notions of
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masculinity. Educators need to create a safe space to discuss the impact and the effect that the
hegemonic form of masculinity has on the classroom and school environment. The dominant
form o f masculinity judges boys and polices peer groups based on behaviour and if someone
does not fit the stereotypical mould then bullying and harassment may result. All the boys in this
study discussed the “greasers” or “dirty boys” who do not fit the hegemonic form of masculinity.
And some o f the participants openly admitted to harassing those who did not fit. School boards
across the province have developed safe school policies in order to maintain a safe, non-violent
learning environment free from bullying. Teachers need specific knowledge about gender-based
bullying and the role the dominant form o f masculinity plays in such an abuse of power. School
boards need an approach and tools for educators so they can effectively address issues such as
deconstructing the hegemonic form o f masculinity and how to resolve bullying issues which
stem from promoting the dominant form of masculinity.
Finally, the role o f globalization and its impact on rural communities is highlighted in
this thesis. The experience o f the rural male was unique, yet there were many parallels with the
lives o f their urban counterparts. Although, as Kenway et al. (2006) note, the countryside reflects
the simple life, one that is pure and clean in comparison to the dangers of the metropolis
(Kenway et al., 2006, p. 101), this rural community appears to be tremendously influenced by
events and trends in the global marketplace. The rural area and the construction o f masculinity
Í
are changing due to globalization. The rural boys who participated in this study are bombarded
by the same messages as boys around the world, thanks to the media, video games, Hollywood
movies, and social networking. Globalization challenges the traditional way o f rural life and
leads to the decline o f the traditional agents o f socialization. The idyllic, peaceful rural

;
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community, according to the six secondary, has its fair share o f violence and drug use just like
the dangerous metropolis.
While globalization has made cultures around the world more similar, sweeping
generalizations cannot be made concerning all boys and their engagement with schooling. It is
important to recognize the impact o f globalization on the evolving construction of masculinity.
True, each community has its own norms and values which influence the development o f rural
male, but these norms and values are being further influenced by the outside world as a whole.
The cultural norms and values for boys in Pine County.were explored in this thesis. Educators
need to acknowledge the norms and values in the rural school and in the world in order to assist
their students with questioning and challenging the construction o f masculinity and pushing boys
beyond their comfort zones. If boys are able to challenge the dominant form of masculinity then
they may allow themselves to break free o f the stereotypes and further engage in “feminized”
pursuits such as schooling.
The rural setting does not afford the same opportunities as the city, which offers more of
the aspects consistent with the global marketplace. None of the boys, at this point in their lives,
wanted to stay in the rural community. Each boy had goals o f post-secondary education which is
provided outside the rural setting in and urban environment. Also, each participant had ambitions
or career goals which would not be attainable in the rural community in which they currently
I

live. There are not a lot o f opportunities for recording engineers, dancers or firefighters in
Mapleton. So it is possible that globalization has opened up more opportunities for rural boys to
create their own identities beyond the rural setting. None o f the boys want to stay within the
community arid run the family farm, family business, practice any of the other traditional jobs
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available. In this way the global culture is more accessible and is being used for more than just
the boys'personal pleasure and as a means to construct masculinity.
This thesis contributes to an existing body o f research concerning the construction of
masculinity and the issue with boys and schooling. The research is significant in that it focuses
on the narratives o f rural boys in South Western Ontario, rather than urban boys. It further
highlights the need to listen to the voices o f students in order to understand their specific
experiences within a specific geographic location. The research outlines how six boys see
themselves and clearly outlines the accepted form o f hegemonic masculinity in Pine County.
This confirms already existing research in the field about the problems of hegemonic
masculinities and their impact on boys’ lives. While it is not possible to generalize across a
whole population on the basis of interviewing six boys in terms of this one rural school
community, it is possible to examine how these boys’ experiences o f hegemonic masculinity
resonate with those documented in the research literature. Such connections enable certain
generalizable claims to be made about the need for specific sorts o f intervention in schools,
particularly as they pertain to the impact o f hegemonic masculinities on boys’ and girls’ lives in
schools (Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005). In light o f this literature and also my own
research, the task for educators and administrators in secondary schools is to find ways of
discussing and deconstructing masculinity with their students. First of all, teachers need to be
willing to learn from the students and then be willing to broach the current issues with students
so that boys and girls can see beyond gender stereotypes. Curriculum resources or staff
development programs need to be available so teachers can begin to interrogate masculinities
with their students. Teachers themselves must be willing to think reflectively and interrupt the
gender stereotypes as well in order to fully address the concerns surrounding the construction of
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masculinity in order to positively affect boys' engagement with schooling. More work and

engage the rural boys with the schooling process.
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APPENDIX A

_n
Education

Exploring the Rural Boys’ Engagement with Schooling: Listening to
the Voices of Secondary School Students
LETTER OF INFORMATION

Introduction
My name is Miss Julie Hohner and I am part-time graduate student at the Faculty o f Education at
The University o f Western Ontario. I am currently conducting research into rural boys’
experiences and perspectives on school and would like to invite you to participate in this study.
Purpose of the study
The aims o f this study are to gain insight into what it means to be a boy in Huron County and
how this relates to the male student’s engagement with the educational process. I will be
interviewing six male grade 10 students. Grade 10 is an important year as students have
experienced one year o f high school and they are required to write the Ontario Secondary School
Literacy Test during this school year.
If you agree to participate
If you agree to participate in this study you will be asked to meet with me for an interview at
CHSS. The interview will be approximately 45-60 minutes and will be recorded.
Confidentiality
The information collected will be used for research purposes only, and neither your name nor
information which could identify you will be used in any publication or presentation of the study
results. All information collected for the study will be kept confidential. The recording and
transcript will be kept secure in my home office and will be deleted upon completion of my final
paper.
Risks & Benefits
There are no known risks to participating in this study.
Voluntary Participation
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any
questions or withdraw from the study at any time with no effect on your academic status.
.i

Questions
If you have any questions about the conduct o f this study or your rights as a research participant
you may contact the Manager, Office of Research Ethics, The University of Western Ontario at
519-661-3036 or ethics@uwo.ca. If you have any questions about this study, please contact me
at xxx@hotmail.com or phone_____ . You may also contact either o f my faculty advisors Dr.
Wayne Martino xxx@uwo.ca or Dr. Goli Rezai-Rashti xxx@uwo.ca or phone____ .
This letter is yours to keep for future reference.
J. Hohner
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APPENDIX B
Exploring the Rural Boys’ Engagement with Schooling:
Listening to the Voices of Secondary School Students

Miss Julie Hohner —Faculty o f Education
University o f Western Ontario
CONSENT FORM
I have read the Letter o f Information, have had the nature o f the study explained to
me and I agree that my child may participate in the study. All questions have been
answered to my satisfaction.

Name o f Student (please print):

Signature o f Student:

Name o f Parent/Guardian (please print):

Signature:

Date:
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APPENDIX C
Interview Questions
Demographics:
•

How old are you?

•

Where do you live?

School:
•

What do you like about school? What do you dislike about school?

•

Do you think school is important? Why/why not?

•

What courses are you taking this school year?
/•

•

Why did you choose these courses?

•

What are your plans after grade 12?

Gender Issues:
•

Does the gender o f the teacher affect your academic achievement or class participation?
Explain your response.

•

Do you think teachers treat male students different than female students? What are your
observations about the difference in treatment?

•

Do boys act differently in class than girls? Explain your thoughts.

•

What subjects do girls generally do better in than boys? Are there subjects in which boys
outperform girls?

Constructing Masculinity:
•

What does it mean to be a ‘guy’ in Huron County? What qualities are valued and what
characteristics are frowned upon?

98
•

Have you ever been picked on or picked on other students for not adhering to “typical”
male behaviour?

•

Do you work during the school year? Where/doing what? How many hours per week?
Does this impact or interfere with your school work?

•
•

What do you do in your spare time?
How do you think others see you? Why do you think this is how they see you?

